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3INTRODUCTION
ThemostdecisivecampaignoftheAmericanCivilWarwaswagedinneither
Virginia,norPenn sylvania,noralongtheMississippiRiver,butratherinGreatBritain.
Northernmilitaryadvantagesintheprosecutionofthewareffortcould have been
completelynegatedbyaseriousdiplomaticsetbackinGreatBritain.Inordertowinthe
CivilWar, theNorthhadtopreventGreatBritainfromenteringtheconflict.British
intervention (whichwouldhavealsoincludedFrance ),whetherintheformofactually
enteringthewa ronthesideoftheSouth ,officialrecognitionoftheConfederacy,foreign
mediation,oracallforanarmisticefollowedbypeacenegotiations,wouldhavebeena
diplomaticdi sasterfortheNorthandafatal blowinitsattemptto re-unifythenation.
Militarysetbacksonthebattlefieldwerenotnearlyasthreateningasdiplomat icsetbacks
abroad.TheNorthhadgreatermanpower,astrongerandmorebalancedeconomy,an
industrialinfrastructure,andabetterequippedarmy;yet ,inorderfortheseadvantagesto
translateintomilitaryvictoryathome,theNorthfirstneededtoen surethat thedomestic
conflictdidnotspreadtoaninternationalwar.
ThefactofBritishnon -interventionintheAmericanCivilWargivesrisetotwo
questionsofinterestforscholars:First, howclosedidtheycometoactualintervention?
Andsecon d,whydidtheychoosenottointervene? Thefirstquestionisfarless
contentiousthanthesecond.Mosthistorianspointtotwoperiodsoftimewherethe
prospectsforforeigninterventionwerehighest.Thefirstisintheimmediateaftermathof
theT rentAffair,inwhichBritishnationalhonorandNortherndesiretoavoidthe
4appearanceofcapitulationinthefaceofBritishpressure combinedtothreatenatrans -
Atlanticwarovermaritimerights. Year-longtensionandmistrusttransformeda
relativelyminordisputeintoaninternationalincidentwhichthreatenedto plungethe
Northintoa notherwar. Thesecondisduringthelatesummerandearlyfallof1862 ,a
periodthatwitnessedsignificantConfederatevictoriesattheBattleoftheSevenDays
andSecondMana ssas.Itwasduringthistime thatnegotiationsbetweentheBritishand
theFrenchtodevelopaplanforinterventionwereattheirmostadvancedstag e.The
leadingfiguresintheBritishgovernmentseemedpreparedtointerveneinthewar. Atno
othertimeduringthewarwasBritainclosertogettinginvolved.
WhytheBritishneverintervenedisthemostcompellingquestionofCivilWar
diplomacy. Itwasnotatimiditytobecomeinvolvedinothernations’affairsthat
preventedBritishac tion.PrimeMinister LordPalmers ton,themostpowerfulfigurein
Britain’s foreignpolicy,hadahistoryofinterveningintheaffairsofforeignnations.He
wouldnotbedissuadedfrominterveninginaconfl ictwhereBritishnationalinterests
werecle arlyatstake. Bythelatesummerof1862,theprimeminister,andleading
figuresinthegovernment,believedthatthechancetoendthewarhadcome.TheNorth
hadsufferedmajordefeatsinVirginia ,andgavenoindication thatitcouldsubduethe
South.Britain’scommercialandhumanitarianinterests dictatedthatthewarneededto
bestopped.
Britishnon -interventionshouldnotbeattributedt oareluctancetoallyBritain
withaslaveholdingpower. Attheoutbreakofthewar,boththeNorthandthe South
deniedthatthewarwasaboutslavery.TheEmancipationProclamationwasnotthe
tremendousdiplomaticsuccessthatsomehistorianshaveclaimed.ManyinBritain
5vieweditasadesperatemeasureofagovernmentinseriousdangeroflosingthewar, and
notasadeclarationofanoblecrusadeagainstthehatedinstitutionofslavery.Moreover,
insteadofbeinginterpretedasahumanitarianact,itwaslargelyviewedasavicious ,
unconscionableattemp ttoencouragea bloodyservileinsurrection.
Non-interventionshouldlikewise notbeattributed to areluctancetoseethe
UnitedStatesdivided. ThereweremanyindividualsinBritainwhobelievedthata
dividedUnitedStateswouldbenefitGreatBritain. Untilatleastthesummerof1863and
perhapswellbeyondthat,theopinionofmanyBritishpolicymakerswasthatdissolution
wasinevitable.FewbelievedthattheNorthcouldsuccessfullysubduethearmed
resistanceofsuchacommittedpeople.Thisdoesnotsuggesthowever,thatBritishnon -
interventionwasduetoab eliefthat because Southernindependence wasinevitable, they
didnotneedBritishsupport. Evenifthewarproducedsucharesult, GreatBritainh ad
littledesiretoseetheconflict playedoutoverapr otractedperiodoftime.
NorcouldBritishpublicopinionbedeemedresponsibleforpressuringthe
governmenttostayoutoftheconflict.ThoughtheBritishpublicwasengrossedby
eventsacrosstheocean,neithersidewasabletogenerateasignificantenoughadvantage
intherea lmofpublicopiniontoinfluencethegovernment’sforeignpolicy. Duringthe
courseofthewar,numerouspro -Northernandpro -Southernsocietieswereformed,
hundredsofpublicmeetingswereheld,andthousandsofpamphletswereprinted,but
theireffect provedtobeinconclusive.
Finally,thenotionthatskillfulNortherndiplomacywasprimarilyresponsiblefor
Britishnon -interventioniserroneous.TheNortherndiplomatswerehigh lyskilledand
demonstratedtheresistancewithwhichanyattem ptsatforeigninterventionwouldbe
6met,yettheywerenoti nfluentialenoughtopreventBritishintervention,ortokeep
EuropeannationsfromviolatingtheMonroeDoctrine. SecretaryofStateWilliamH.
Seward’sthreatsofwaragainstEuropeaninterlop ersmighthaveforestalledanyhalf -
heartedattemptsatintervention,buttheycouldnothavestoppedacommittedAnglo -
Frenchalliance.
ThoughnumeroussecondaryfactorsinfluencedBritishforeignpolicyduringthis
period,onlyonefactorcanbestacco untforBritishnon -intervention:concernsaboutthe
balanceofpowerinEurope.Itwasthisconcern ,dramaticallyinfluencedbythegeo -
politicsofNorthAmerica,whichdeterminedBritishinaction.Incontemplating
intervention,GreatBritainhadtocon sider thesecurityof Canada.Canadiandefenses
wereextremelyweak,andthenationwasvulnerabletoanyattackbytheNorth.Were
Britaintointervene,itwouldhavetoconsider thepossibilityofaninvasionofCanadaby
Uniontroops.T heEuropeanco nsequencesofaw arwiththeNortherngovernmentwere
evenmorealarming.AmajorconflictwiththeUnitedStatescouldleaveBritainunable
toinfluenceeventsinEuropewhichthreatenedtobreakupthefifty -yearoldbalanceof
power.NapoleonIII,emp erorofFranceandreluctantallyofBritain,wasdeeply
involvedinthecomplicatedissueofItalianunification.Theprospectsofawarinvolving
allthemajorpowersofEuropeweresignificant. NeitherGreatBritainnorFrancetrusted
eachother.The Anglo -Frenchalliancecouldnotcometoanagreementonanyformof
intervention.
Furthermore, GreatBritainhadtoconsideritsmaritime interests,most
importantlyitsglobalnavalsuperiority. Forcommercialreasons,Britishofficialswanted
tobrea ktheblockadeoftheSouthernports;butfortheirglobalnavalstrategy,theyhad
7toaccepttheblockade. Thegreatestnavalpowerintheworldbenefitedfromlax
internationalmaritimeregulations. ConcernsoverthebalanceofpowerinEuropeand
NorthAmerica overcamethestronginclinationtointerveneintheCivilWarandendthe
conflict.Becauseinterventioncarriedwithitsuchsignificantinternationalconsequences,
itbecamefareasierfortheBritishgovernmenttomaintainacourseofstric tneutrality
andwaitforamoredecidedturnofeventsintheAmericanCivilWar.
8Chapter1
TheDiplomaticCrisesof1861
TheAmericanCivilWarcausedagreatstraininAnglo -Americanrelations,
whichhadimpr oveddramaticallysincetheWarof1812.Intheimmediateaftermathof
theWarof1812,theUnitedStatesandGreatBritainreachedsomeimportantdiplomatic
accords.TheRush -BagotAgreementof1817limitedthenavalforcesontheGreat
Lakes.Ayearl ater,theforty -ninthparallelwasagreeduponastheborderbetween
BritishCanadaandtheUnitedStatesfromtheGreatLakestotheRockyMountains.In
general,EnglandavoidedhemisphericconflictswiththeUnitedStates,andtheUnited
Statesstayedo utofEuropeanaffairs.ThoughtheBritishweredisappointedthatthey
wereshutoutoftheMonroeDoctrine,theygrudginglyacceptedtheunilateral
declaration.TheonlyseriousAnglo -Americanconflictsoftheperiodinvolvedthe
disputedOregonterrito ry,theborderbetweenMaineandCanada,andcontrolovera
possiblecanalinCentralAmericathatwouldconnecttheAtlanticandPacificOceans.
Thesedisagreementsweresolveddiplomatically.TheWebster -AshburtonTreatyof
1842settledtheborderdisp utebetweenMaineandCanada.AnAnglo -American
agreementin1846establishedtheforty -ninthparallelastheNorthernboundaryofthe
UnitedStatesallthewaytothePacificOcean.TheClayton -BulwerTreatyof1850
providedforajointownershipofan Atlantic-PacificCanal.Friendlierrelationsbetween
thetwonationswerelinkedtoeconomics.Duringthefirsthalfofthenineteenthcentury,
9theeconomictiesbetweenthetwocountriesdramaticallyincreased.Theadministration
ofAndrewJacksonmade decisivestepsinliberalizingtradebetweenthetwonations;and
theeconomicrelationshipbetweenthemgrewthroughoutthefollowingdecades. 1Bythe
eveoftheCivilWar,Anglo -Americanrelationsappearedtobepositive.
TheoutbreakofCivilWa rintheUnitedStates threatenedtheNorthern
governmentabroadaswellasathome.TheEuropeanpowerscouldnotremainaloof,
treatingtheconflictasifitwereonlyaminortemporarydisturbance.FirstGreatBritain,
thenFranceandtherestofEuro pe,declaredneutralityinanefforttoprotecttheirlegal
andcommercialinterests.BritainandFranceconsideredthedeclarationofneutrality,
whichconferredbelligerentrightsupontheConfederacy,anabsolutenecessity;butthe
Northconsideredit anunnecessaryandhostileaction.BothWashingtonandLondon
adoptedafirmstanceindiplomaticnegotiationsoverthecourseof1861,inaneffortto
convincetheothersidethattheymightbewillingtoresorttoarmstoresolvediplomatic
disagreements.Diplomaticrelationsworsenedastheyearprogressed.Thetwosides
clashedoverthelegalityoftheproposedNorthernblockade.OnlyBritishnavalinterests
preventedtheissuefromboilingoverintoamajorcrisis.Thefailuretocometoan
agreementontherightsofneutralsasspelledoutintheDeclarationofParis,furtheredthe
mistrustwhichbothnationshadtowardseachother.Britishrelationswith
representativesoftheConfederacycausedtheNortherngovernmenttobelievethat
Britainh adnointentionofmaintaining strictneutrality,andmightbepreparedto
recognizetheConfederacy.Noneoftheseconflictsbecameseriousenoughtosuggest
thatwarwouldbreakoutbetweentheUnitedStatesandGreatBritain,buttheyallserv ed
1H.C.Allen, ConflictandCord:TheAnglo -AmericanRelationshipSince1783  (NewYork:St.
Martin’sPress,1959),216 -218.
10
toheightenthetensionandm istrustbetweenthetwogovernments.Eachsidethought
theotherwastry ingtostartaconflict.Thism istrustwaslargelyduetothecontentious
relationshipbetweenU.S.SecretaryofStateWilliamSewardandLordRichardLyons,
theBritishambassadorinWashington.
THEDECLARATIONOFNEUTRALITY
TheUniongovernmentviewedTheBritishdeclarationofneutrality,which
grantedbelligerentrightstotheConfederacy,asadiploma ticdisaster.Stillclingingto
hopethatall -outwar withtheSouthcouldbeavoided ,Sewardwasadamantabout
avoidingfor eigninvolvementinthewhathesawasapurelydomesticinsurrection .
LincolnandhisgovernmentinsistedthatSouthernsecessionwasillegal,andthatit
constitutedaninternalre bellion,notaconflictbetweentwodistinctautonomousparties.
Foreigninterferenceofanykindcouldonlyservetoa idtherebellion.British
policymakersthoughtthatanuprisingofseveralmillionpeopleconstitutedmorethana
mererebellio n,ando fficiallyproclaimedBritain’s neutralityonMay14.Belligerent
statusconferredanumberofrightstotheSouth. 2TheSouthcouldsolicitloans,contract
forarms,sendcommissionedcruiserstosea,searchandseizevessels,bringcaptured
contrabandt oprizecourts,andhaveSouthernbannersanditscommissionersrecognized
asrepresentingaquasi -politicalcommunity. 3
2Theverydeclarationofneutralityautomaticallygrantsthestatusofbelligerency.
3StuartL.Bernath ,SquallAcrosstheAtlantic  (LosAngeles,CA:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,
1970),19 -20.
11
TheBritishdeclaredneutralityasameansofprotection,notasameansofaiding
theSouth. 4In Britisheyes,theUnitedStateswa sinastateofwar.TheSouthhad
formeditsowngovernment,andwascreatingitsownarmy.Thiswascertainlynominor
rebellion.AsBritishforeignministerLordJohnRussell,toldCharlesFrancisAdams:
“Inmanyprecedingcases,muchlessformidable demonstrationshadbeenrecognized.” 5
WarinAmericacouldhaveseriousconsequencesforbothBritishcitizenslivinginthe
UnitedStatesandBritishcommerce.ByApril,Lincolnhadbegunplanningamassive
blockadeoftheSouth.Somethinghadtobed onetopreventassaultsonBritish
commerce.Bydeclaringneutrality,thusbringingtheconflictundertherulesof
internationallaw,theBritishgovernmentwasprotectingbothitselfanditscitizens.
Britishshipscouldnotcarrycontrabandtothewar ringfactions,norcoulditscitizensaid
eithersideinanon -neutralmanner.Byclearlydefiningthelimitsofintercoursewiththe
twosides,theBritishgovernmenthopedthatconflictsbetweenGreatBritainandboththe
NorthandSouthcouldbepreven ted.Thedeclarationofneutralitydidnotexplicitly
benefittheSouth,asmostNorthernersclaimed.Britishsubjectscouldnotjoineither
army.TheSouthcouldnotpurchaseorequipitsvesselsinBritishports.WiththeNorth
alreadypossessingsup eriorman -power,industrialcapability,resources,andnaval
vessels,anyrestrictionsonspecialadvantagesthatmightbeavailabletotheSouthabroad
wasabenefitfortheNorth. 6Furthermore,bysettingGreatBritainonapathofneutrality
4Ihaveyettoencounterasinglehistori anwhohascriticizedtheBritishfordeclaringneutrality.
TheonlyconsistentcriticismthathistorianshavemadeinthismatteristhatGreatBritainfailedto
understandtheAmericanpositionatall.TheBritishdidnotrealizewhythisdeclarationc ouldbeviewed
soobjectionablybytheNorth.
5CitedinD.P.Crook, TheNorth,theSouth,andthePowers  (Sydney,Australia:JohnWiley&
Sons,1974),80.
6HowardJones, UnioninPeril  (ChapelHill,NC:UniversityofNorthCarolinaPres s,1992),28.
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fromthev eryoutset,theBritishgovernmentwouldhaveamoredifficultlegalargument
foranyfutureinterventionitmightcontemplate,whichwouldnaturallytendtofavorone
sideovertheother.
Notwithstandingallthis,theNortherngovernmentbelievedthatth edeclarationof
neutralitybenefitedtherebels,andwassuspiciousofBritishmotives.Whennews
arrivedoftheBritishdeclaration,Washingtonwasstunned.Thedeclarationappearedto
beextremelyprematureandwhollyunfriendlytotheUnitedStates. Adams,arrivingin
Londononthedayoftheproclamation,wastakenaback.“Thisintelligencestartledme
notalittle,”henoted.“PreviouslytothisIhadbeencountinguponthefavorable
dispositionofthisgovernment...tothenewadministration. ”7Adams,likethetop
officialsinWashington,believedthatthedeclarationhadonlyservedtoencouragethe
rebellionbygivingtherebelsthehopethatEuropemightbewillingtointerveneontheir
behalf.Furthermore,manyNorthernofficialsbelieve dthatthedeclarationwasjustthe
firststeptowardseventualrecognition.TheyweresuspiciousofBritishmotives,and
worriedthatBritainhaddecidedthatafracturedUnitedStateswasinitsbestinterest.
ThattheBritishhadnotwaitedforthear rivalofAdamsbeforedeclaringneutrality
furtheredsuspicionsathome. 8NewsalsoarrivedthatRussellhadmetunofficiallywith
7AdamsPapers, CharlesFrancisAdams:MiscellaneousReminiscencesofHisMissiontoGreat
Britain,1861 -1862
8TheAmericansbelievedthatRussellhadpromisedoutgoingAmericanambassadorGeorge
Dallas,thatthegovernmentwo uldwaitbeforemakinganymajordecisionsuntilAdamshadarrived.
RusselltoldAdamsthathehadmadenosuchbindingpromise.AdamstoSeward,DespatchNo.1.State
DepartmentoftheUnitedStates, MessageandDocumentspart11861 -1862  (Washington, D.C.:
GovernmentPrintingOffice,1861),86.Hereafter,documentsfromthiscollectionwillbedesignatedSDD.
13
threeagentsoftheConfederacy,somethingthattheNorthfoundintolerable. 9During
Adams’sfirstmeetingwithRussell,th eforeignministerpromisedtoconsultthe
Americansintheeventthatrecognitionbecameapossibility.Adamswaspleasedbythis
meeting,butfeltsometrepidationabout howthedeclarationofneutralitywouldbe
receivedinWashington.Herecordedin hisdiary,“myconclusion...isthatthe
permanencyofmystayisbynomeanscertain...shouldthegovernmenttakeoffense,
myrecallwillfollowinaboutthreeweeks.” 10Adams’missionwasofftoarockystart.
THEBLOCKADE
Theimplementationofa massiveblockadeofSouthernportswasoneofthe
North’sgreatestweapons intheCivilWar ,andpotentiallyoneofitsg reatestdiplomatic
minefieldsasfaras Europe wasconcerned .Fromtheonsetofthesecessioncrisisinthe
UnitedStates,theBritis hfearedthatifaci vilwarweretotakeplace, theNorthmight
attempttointerferewithSoutherncommercebymeansofablockade.Beginningin
March,LondoninstructedLyonstobefirminchallenginganymeasuresthatmight
interferewithBritishcomme rceinNorthAmerica.LyonsrepeatedlythreatenedSeward
thatanyinterferencewithBritain’stradeinSouthernportswouldbevehemently
protested.OnMarch20,LyonstoldSewardthathe“couldnotanswerforwhatmight
happen”iftheUnitedStatesatte mptedtostopBritishtradewiththecotton -growing
states.AweeklaterhewarnedSewardthatablockade“placedForeignPowersinthe
9Itwasquitecommonfortheforeignministertomeetunofficiallywithindividualsfromasyet
unrecognizedgroups.TheBritishc ouldnotimaginewhythiswouldcauseanyconsternation.Washington
wasfurious,andbelieveditanotherpieceofevidencethatEnglandwaspreparingtorecognizethe
Confederacy.Crook,76.
10AdamsPapers, TheDiaryofCharlesFrancisAdams. May18,1861.
14
dilemmaofrecognizingtheSouthernConfederation,orofsubmittingtotheinterruption
oftheircommerce.” 11Lyonshop edthesethreatswouldpreventanyimplementationofa
blockade.
DespiteBritishpressure,theblockadewastooimportanttotheNortherncauseto
beshelvedbyforeignprotest.FollowingtheattackonFortSumter,Lincolnissueda
proclamationthatan nouncedtheNorth’sintenttoblockadetheentirecoastline.Great
Britainexpresseditswillingnesstoabidebytheblockadesolongasitwasdemonstrably
operational.Recentinternationalmaritimelawhadestablishedthelegalityofablockade
asapa rtofwarsolongasitwasproventobeeffective.Thedefinitionof“effective”was
somewhatambiguous,buttherehadtobeareasonablechancethatavesselrunningthe
blockadecouldbecaptured.TheNorthhadseriousproblemsinthisregard.Itwou ld
takeamuchlargeramountofshipstocutoffthreethousandmilesofcoastlinethanthe
governmentinWashingtonhadavailable.SewardansweredBritishproteststhatthe
Americanforcecouldnotcarryoutaneffectiveblockadebystatingthatnoforma l
implementationoftheblockadehadyetbeencarriedout.Lincolnhadmerely
acknowledgedhisintenttocarryoutablockade,buthadnot yet actuallyputoneinplace .
Becauseofthecostofimplementingsuchablockade,someofthemembersofLincoln ’s
cabinet,includingSecretaryoftheNavy GideonWelles,favoredsummarilyclosing
Southernportstoforeigntrade. 12The ports billpassedCongress andthe President
approvedit.GreatBritainvehementlyprotestedwhatitconsidereda“paperblockade.”
11CitedinNormanFerris, DesperateDiplomacy (Knoxville,TN:TheUniversityofTennessee
Press,1976),9.
12Thismaneuverhadnorealconstitutionalfoundation.TheConstitutionbansfavoringone
Americanportoveranother.I f,asthegovernmentinsisted,theconflictwasamereinternalrebellion,and
notawarbetweentwoautonomousgroups,thenclosingtheportswouldbeinviolationofexistinglaws.
Jones,49.
15
RussellinstructedLyonsthat“anyattempttoenforceitbytheseizure&confiscationofa
neutralshipmaybejustlyregardedasanactofhostility.” 13Seward,whofavoreda
traditionalblockade,avoidedaninternationalcrisisbyconvincingLincolnto avoid
closinganyports.SewardreassuredLyonsthatthebillhadonlygrantedthepresidentthe
righttocloseanyportsifitwereabsolutelynecessary. 14
TheBritishrespectedtheblockadeoftheSouthernportsbecauseoftheirown
maritimeinterest s.Theywerereluctanttochallengethelegalityoftheblockade,because
theyhaduseditinthepastandwantedtomaintainaliberalinterpretationoftheblockade
forfuturenavalcampaigns.Eveniftheythoughttheblockadeineffective,itbenefited
themtoavoidconfrontation.LordMalmesbury,amemberoftheHouseofLords ,
remarkedthat“wefindthatitiswisepolicynottoenforcethatpartoftheDeclaration.” 15
PalmerstonwrotetotheQueenthat“toforcethemwouldbeanactofwar,andwoul dbe
adeparturefromprinciples,whichifGreatBritainwasabelligerentshewouldbeobliged
stoutlytomaintainandactupon.” 16In1861,BritainwasnotdesperateforSouthern
cotton,andtherefore,economically,ithadnogreatmotivationtochalleng etheblockade.
SolongasBritishmanufacturingcouldsurvivewithoutSoutherncotton,Britainwas
preparedtoreluctantlyobservetheNorthernblockade.TheNorthwasabletoputinto
effecti tsmostimportantpieceof navalstrategy,becauseitwasin GreatBritain’snaval
intereststorefrainfromchallengingit.Hadthesei nterestsnotbeensostrong,the nthe
13Ferris,87.
14Ibid.,89.
15CitedinD avidF.Krein, TheLastPalmerstonGovernment   (Ames,IA:IowaStateUniversity
Press,1978),63.
16Ibid.,63.
16
implementationoftheblockadecouldhavesparkedaseriouscrisisbetweenthetwo
countries.TheBritishgovernmentwasastrongsupporter offreetrade,anddidnottake
kindlytoseriousinterruptionsofitscommerce.Withneithersidelikelytobackoffof
thiscrucialissue,theingredientsforamajorconflictwerepresent.
THEDECLARATIONOFPARISNEGOTIATIONS
Contentiousnegoti ationsbetweenGreatBritainandtheUnitedStatesover
AmericanacceptanceoftheDeclarationofParisfurtheredthediplomatictension
betweenthetwonationsduringthesummerof1861.SignedbyEurope’smostimportant
navalpowersin1856,theDeclara tionofParissoughttoresolvesomeofthemostlong -
standinginternationalmaritimedisputes.Thesigningnationsagreedtofourpoints.
First,privateeringwasabolished.Second,withtheexceptionofcontrabandofwar,the
neutralflagprotectedene mygoods.Third,withtheexceptionofcontrabandofwar,
neutralgoodswerenotliabletocaptureonenemyvessels.Fourth,inorderforblockades
tobelegallybinding,theyhadtobeeffective. 17TheUnitedStateswasnotasignatory,
havingrefusedt orenounceprivateeringunlessallnoncontrabandprivatepropertywas
protected.TheoutbreakoftheCivilWarpromptedashiftinAmericanpolicy.Wartime
necessitiesforcedtheNorthtoabandonitslong -timesupportfortherightsofneutralsat
sea. OnApril17,JeffersonDavisannouncedthattheConfederacywouldbegranting
lettersofmarqueandreprisaltoprivateers.Lackinganyrealnavy,theConfederacy
hopedthatprivateerscoulddisruptUnioncommercewhiletheyconstructedanactual
17Theoriginalsignatorieswere:GreatBritain,Austria,France,Prussia,Russia,Sardinia,and
Turkey.Jones,39.
17
navy.H opingtotakeawaytheSouth’slonenavalthreat,Sewardinstructedhis
ambassadorstonegotiatefortheUnitedStates’acceptanceoftheDeclarationofParis.
DespiteSeward’sopportunism,andBritain’sapparentreceptiveness,this
stratagemfailed.Dis agreementsovertheenforcementofthefirstprovisionofthe
DeclarationofPariswerelargelyresponsiblefortheeventualfailureofthenegotiations.
BothGreatBritainandtheUnitedStateswantedtoreachanagreement,butbreakdowns
incommunicatio nandBritishuneaseatAmericanmotiveshamperedthetalks.While
SewardhadinstructedthatnegotiationsweretotakeplaceinthevariousEuropean
capitols,RussellhadinstructedLyonstofacilitatenegotiationsinWashington.
Definitivenegotiations wereunabletotakeplaceasneithersidewasabsolutelycertain
whowasconductingtheofficialnegotiationsandwhatkindsofauthoritytheyhad. 18
AdamswasveryupsetwithRussell,whomhethoughtwasresponsibleforhinderingthe
negotiations,andbe lievedthatGreatBritainwasdemonstratingitsduplicity:“This
indicateseithergrossinattentionoralittledoubledealing.Ineithercase,itmust
hereafterbeequallyguardedagainst.” 19ThoughformalnegotiationsbeganinJuly,the
twosidesfaile dtoreachanaccordregardingenforcementoftheprovisionagainst
privateering.TheUnitedStateswaswillingtodropitslongstandingoppositiontothe
18The situationwasmuddledtosaytheleast.Adamsproposednegotiationsofaformaltreatyto
Russell.RussellinformedhimthatLyonswasinstructedtoreachanagreementwithSeward,and
therefore,negotiationsshouldtakeplaceinWashington.Adamsdecid ednottoproceedanyfurtherunless
hereceivedspecificinstructionstodosofromWashington.Uponasubsequentinterview,however,
RusselltoldhimthatLyonshadbeenauthorizedonlytoacceptAmericanadherencetothefinalthree
provisionsoftheD eclarationofParis(avoidinganydiscussionofprivateering).Furthermore,Russell
failedtoinformAdamsthatLyonshadnoauthoritytoenterintoaformaltreaty.Russellthoughtthatonly
anexchangeofpaperswasnecessary;buttheAmericanswanted aformaltreaty,whichcouldberatifiedby
theSenate.Adams,therefore,didnotpressformalnegotiationsofatreatyinLondon,andassumedsuch
matterswerebeingtakencareofinWashington.Thisbreakdownincommunicationdelayedformal
negotiationsandgreatlyfrustratedtheAmericangovernment.ItwasonemorereasontodistrustBritish
intentions.Ferris,78.
19TheDiaryofCharlesFrancisAdams ,July10,1861.
18
firstprovisionandaccepttheentiretyofthedeclaration.TheBritish,however,wereonly
interestedingainingAmericanacceptanceofthefinalthreeprovisions.Russellwas
concernedthattheUnitedStateswouldusethetreatytopressuretheEuropeanpowersto
combatConfederateprivateering.HewrotetoLyonsthat“herMajesty’sgovernment
cannotaccepttherenunciationofprivateeringonthepartofthegovernmentoftheUnited
Statesifcoupledwiththeconditionthattheyshouldenforceitsrenunciationonthe
ConfederateStates.” 20TheBritishfearedbeingtrappedintoopenlyaidingtheUnit ed
StatesagainsttheConfederacyatsea.Thiswouldcompromisetheirneutrality.Lincoln
hadvowedtotreattheConfederateprivateersaspirates;somethingtheBritish
governmentbelievedwasoutrageous.Sewardoutlinedthispolicyinadispatchto
Adams:“Wetreatthemaspirates.Theyareourowncitizens,orpersonsemployedby
ourcitizens,preyingonthecommerceofourcountry.” 21ThegovernmentinWashington
couldnotunderstandthereluctanceonthepartoftheBritishtoenforcetheprovision sof
thetreatyandthoughtitfurtherdemonstratedthatBritishintentionstowardstheUnited
Stateswerenotofafriendlynature.
BritishnegotiationswiththeConfederacyforacceptanceofneutralrightswerefar
moreawkwardandthreatenedtocause majorproblemswithWashington.Sewardhad
frequentlystatedthatanyformalcontactwiththeConfederacywastantamountto
recognitionandpromisedthatthegovernmentwoulddisavowitasahostileact.The
British,anxioustopreservethesafetyofneu tralshipping,desperatelywantedtheSouth
20CitedinFerris,74 -75.
21SDD,SewardtoAdams, Dispatch No.10 ,May21,1861.Hisfurtherinstructionsread:“Asto
thetreatmentofprivateersintheinsurgentservice,youwillsaythatthisisaquestionexclusivelyourown.
..ifGreatBritainshallchoosetorecognizethemaslawfulbelligerentsandgiv ethemshelterfromour
pursuitandpunishment,thelawsofnationsaffordanadequateandproperremedy.”
19
toacceptatleastpartoftheDeclarationofParis.Sewardseemedtohintthatiftalks
weredonediscreetly,hemightbeinclinedtoturnablindeye,buthewouldnotaccept
suchnegotiationsifforcedtofor mallyacknowledgethem. 22LyonsandtheFrench
ambassadortoWashington,HenriMercierattemptedtoconductsurreptitious
negotiationsbyusingRobertBunch,aBritishconsulinCharleston,astheliaisontothe
Confederategovernment.Negotiationsproved successfulastheConfederacyapproved
ArticlesTwoandFouroftheDeclarationofParis.
Theplanquicklywentawry,however,andadiplomaticcrisisensued.Insteadof
sendingthedetailsofnegotiationstoLordLyons,Bunchentrustedthemtoacivil ian
friend,tocarryalongwithprivatecorrespondencetoGreatBritain.TheAmericans
arrestedtheman,RobertMure,inNewYork.Washingtonwasfurious.Bunch,aconsul,
whoseresponsibilitiesdealtstrictlywithcommerce,hadconductedsecretnegotia tions
withtheConfederategovernment,andhadgiventhemalongwithprivatecorrespondence
toaprivatecitizen.SewardinstructedAdamstodemandtheremovalofBunch,andthe
returnofanytreasonousdocuments.RussellrefusedtorecallBunch,claimin gthatthe
BritishgovernmenthadnoplansofrecognizingtheConfederacyasanindependentstate.
Sewardprotested,andrevokedBunch’sexequatur. 23TheacrimonywassuchthatRussell
advisedLyonsthatheshouldconsiderretiringtoCanadaforawhile, ifSewardchoseto
usethisincidentasanexcusetobreakoffrelations. 24Apparently,Sewarddidnotbelieve
thesituationwarrantedfurtherconfrontationandgraduallytoneddownhisprotestations.
22Crook,88.
23Anexequaturisawrittenrecognitionofauthorityascounsulgivenbythegovernmentofthe
UnitedStates.
24Crook,89.
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TheBunchAffairneverseriouslythreatenedtocausem ajorconflictbetweenBritainand
theUnitedStates,butitwasthelatestinaseriesofdiplomaticdisputesthatincreasedthe
tensionbetweenthetwo.
SEWARDANDLYONS
MuchofthefrictionbetweenGreatBritainandtheUnitedStatesduringthefirst
monthsoftheCivilWarmaybeattributedtothesometimeshostilerelationshipbetween
LordLyonsandSeward.Formanyyears,theleadingfigure sinBritishforeignpolicy
heldcontemptfortheoftenbellicosenatureofAmericandiplomacy.LordPalmerst on
hadspentalmosthalfacenturydealingwithinternationaldisputeswiththeUnitedStates.
Duringthe1840’shehadwrittenthat“withsuchcunningfellowsastheseYankees,it
neveranswerstogiveway,becausetheyalwayskeeppushingtheirencroach mentsasfar
astheyarepermittedtodoso;andwhatwedignifybythenamesofmoderationand
conciliation,theynaturallyenoughcallfear.” 25ThebestwaytodealwiththeAmericans,
Palmerstonbelieved,waswith thethreatofforce.Sewardwasoneof thefewindividuals
inLincoln’sgovernmentwithwhomtheBritishwerefamiliar.Manythoughthimtobe
themostpowerfulfigureinthegovernment,andfearedthathemightbeinclinedtocause
aquarrelwithBritain .26Lyons’sdispatchestoEnglandduri ngthefirstmonthsofthe
CivilWarreaffirmedthisimageoftheAmericansecretaryofstate.Lyonsthought
25CitedinFerris,15.
26BritonswerenotaloneinthinkingSewardthemostpowerfulmaninthegovernment.The
AmericanauthorofapamphletthatcriticizedSeward’s“restlessambition”claimedthatSewardwastrying
todominatet hegovernment.“Mr.SewardevidentlythinksthataSecretaryofStateis,theparlanceof
othercountries,a‘PrimeMinister,’a‘Premier,’a‘FirstLordoftheTreasury,’andthataPrimeMinisteris
somethinginforeignaffairswhichabsorbsorcontrols allgovernmentfunctions.Thisun -American,
unconstitutionaltheorycropsoutveryofteninthevolumeofhispetdispatches.”WilliamB.Reed, A
ReviewofMr.Seward’sDiplomacy.ByaNorthernMan  (Philadelphia,PA:1862),6 -7.
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Sewardwas“avapouringblusteringignorantman,”andthoughtitwas“notatall
unlikelythateitherfromfoolishanduncalculatingarroganceand self -sufficiencyorfrom
politicalcalculationMr.Sewardmaybringonaquarrelwithus.” 27WhileRussell
doubtedthatSewardwouldbefoolishenoughtodeliberatelyprovokeamajorconflict,he
wasstilldismayedthatthesecretaryofstatehadturnedo uttobe“sorecklessand
ruthless.”28
Lyonsportrayedhimselfasdoingeverythinginhispowerstosoftentheattitude
ofthewar -mongeringSeward,whilestillexertingthenecessaryamountofpressureto
ensurethattheUnitedStatesknewthatGreatBr itainwouldstronglyreacttoany
Americanthreatstoitscommercialinterests.TheBritishgovernmenttookLyons’words
asanaccurateportrayalofSeward.EvidenceofthisisclearinAdams’accountofa
conversationhehadwithPalmerston.“Heintima tedthat[Seward’s]wayofdoingthings
towardsLordLyonshadbeenungraciousandunpleasant,”Adamsrecorded.“Isaidin
replythatIwonderedatthis,forthatIbelievedMr.Sewardwasnotdispose dtobe
offensive,andhistemperwasmildandconcilia tory.”29Subsequently,Adamswrotea
lettertoSewardinwhichheexpressedconcernaboutthenegativeeffecthisdealingswith
Lyonswerehaving. 30
ItwasnotonlyLordLyonswhowasincreasingBritain’sdistrustforSeward,but
politicalopponentsofSew ardathome,mostnotablyCharlesSumner.Sumner,a
MassachusettssenatorandpoliticalenemyofSeward,wasperhapsthemostwidely
27CitedinFer ris,17.
28Ibid.,16.
29TheDiaryofCharlesFrancisAdams ,June1,1861.
30Ibid.,June21,1861.
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respectedAmericanpoliticianinGreatBritain.HehadmanyBritishcontacts,andthey
tookseriouslyhisalarmistportra yalofSeward.Adams wrotethesecretaryofstate in
earlyJune,warninghimoftheimpactSumner’sprivatecorrespondencewaslikelyto
haveinGreatBritain. 31SumnerreinforcedthepopularideathatSewardwasawar -
mongerer.LyonssawSumnerasapot entialallyagainstSeward’sovertlyaggressive
diplomacy.HewrotetoRussellthat“nogreaterservicecouldberenderedtothecauseof
peace”thantomakeSumnerawareofthedangerSeward’scombativeattitudewas
havingtoAnglo -Americanrelations. 32 SomeofSeward’sdiplomatswerenothelpingto
softenhisimage.SeveralofthenewlyappointedAmericanambassadorstotheEuropean
capitols,arrivedwithpatrioticvigor,andmadesomelessthandiplomaticstatements.
CassiusClay,thenewambassadort oSt.Petersburgwrotealettertothe TimesofLondon
inwhichhethreatenedthatGreatBritaincou ldnotaffordtoturnitsbackon theUnion
cause.HewarnedaboutantagonizingBritain’sbesttradingpartner,andanationwhich
inhalfacenturywould have100millionpeople.SurelyEnglandwasnotsoconfidentin
itssecurityso“astoventure,nowinourneed,toplanttheseedsofrevenge ...ifsheis
just,sheoughtnot,” Claypontificated.“Ifsheishonorableandmagnanimous,she
cannot.If sheiswiseshewillnot.” 33TomanyEuropeans,thiswasjustanotherexample
ofAmericanarrogance.
31Ibid.,June1,1861.
32Ferris,57.
33CitedinFerris,60.InParis,heclaimedthatshouldEnglandsidew iththeSouth,Francewould
jointheNorthinstrikingdownthepowerwhichhaddestroyedboththeempiresofNapoleonIandLouis
XIV.Inanultimatestatementofrighteousindignationtowardsindividualswhoclaimedhehadthreatened
GreatBritainhesa id,“IamnotinthehabitofcastingaboutmetoseehowImaymaketruthmost
palatable.Letthosewhostandinthewayoftruthlookout.”p.61
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TheconflictbetweenSewardandLyonsescalatedthetensionthatwasalready
inherentinearlyCivilWardiplomacy.TheUnitedStateswasdeterminedtop revent
foreignintervention,evenifitmeantthreateningwar.TheBritishgovernmentbelieved
thatthesurestwaytoprotectBritishinterestswasthroughahard -linepolicytoward
interferencewiththeircommerce.Inandofitself,thiswouldbeenough tocreateatense
diplomaticenvironment.TheportrayalofSewardasananti -Britishwar -mongererby
LyonsandSumnerhadafurthernegativeimpactonAnglo -Americandiplomacy.
Undoubtedly,Sewardwasnotthemostconciliatorystatesman,andhediddisp layan
undiplomaticmannerattimes,buthewascertainlynotthehostileindividualhewas
madeouttobeinGreatBritain.Ultimately,Seward’sgoalwastopreventaforeignwar
atallcosts.HeconfidedtoAdams:
HoweverotherwiseImayatanytimeha vebeenunderstood,ithasbeenanearnest
andprofoundsolicitudetoavoidforeignwar;thatalonehaspromptedtheemphatic
andsometimes,perhaps,impassionedremonstrancesIhavehithertomadeagainst
anyformormeasureofrecognitionagainst theinsurgentsbythe governmentof
GreatBritain. 34
Afundamentalmisunderstandinggovernedthediplomacyofthefirstmonthsof
theAmericanCivilWar.GreatBritaincouldnotunderstandtheimpassionedinsistence
oftheUnitedStatesgovernmentthatt hesituationbetreatedasifitwereadomestic
conflict,ratherthanawarbetweentwoautonomousgroups.Byrestrictingittoa
domesticaffair,theUnitedStateswouldcut -offanyhopethattheSouthhadforforeign
interference.TheNorthviewedthe Britishdeclarationofneutralityasacripplingblow
foritsforeignpolicy,andthefirststeptowardseventualrecognition oftheConfederacy .
WhencombinedwithreportsthattheBritishwereincontactwithConfederateenvoys,it
34SDD,SewardtoAdams, DispatchNo.42 ,July21,1861.
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appearedtosomeNor thernpolicymakersthattheBritishwere preparedtousethesplitin
theAmericanUnion toitsownadvantage.TheUnitedStates,therefore,couldnot
understandthatfortheBritish,thedeclarationofneutralitywassimplyalegalmatter,
designedtogu aranteethesafetyofBritishcommerceandcitizensfromgettinginvolved
inamajorinternationalconflict.Thiswasnotthefirststepinaplanforultimate
recognitionoftheConfederacy;rather,itwasanacknowledgmentofwhatseemed
obvioustothe British:ThattheconflictintheUnitedStateswasnomeredomestic
disturbance,butafull -scalewar.Becauseofthesefundamentalmisunderstandings,and
thecontentiousrelationshipbetweenSewardandLyons,thedistrustbetweenthetwo
sidessteadily grewduringthefirstfewmonthsoftheCivilWar.Eachsidefirmly
believedtheotherhadhostileintentions.Nooneparticularincidentduringthisperiod
wassignificantenoughtoseriouslythreatentheoutbreakofwarbetweenGreatBritain
andtheU nitedStates,buttheyservedtodramaticallyheightenthetensionbetweenthe
twocountries.Itisthisverytensionandmutualdistrustthatexplainshowarelatively
minorincidentsuchastheTrentAffairbecamesuchaseriouscrisis.
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CHAPTER2
THETRENTAFFAIR
OfthemanysignificantwartimedisputesbetweentheUnitedStatesandBritain ,
nonecameclosertobr ingingthetwonationstowarthantheTrentAffair.Duringthe
tensemonthofDecember1861,Britainhas tilypreparedforapossiblewarinNorth
AmericaastheUniongovernmentdebatedreleasingtheConfederatediplomatsithad
imprisoned.Thecrisishadasmuchtodowithnationalhonorasitdidwithinternational
maritimelaw.Theincidentwhichs pawnedtheinternationalcrisis wasrelativelyminor;
buttensionbetweenthetwonationsthathadbeenincreasingduringthefirstmonthsof
thewar,andarushtodefendnationalhonor,causedtheincidenttoreachcrisis -level
proportions.Fortunately,the capitulationofLincoln’sgovernmentpreventedawarthat
wouldhavebeendisastrousfortheUnion.TheNorthcouldnotwageawarwithboth
GreatBritainandtheConfederacyatthesametime.Despiteitsdiplomaticsettlement,
theTrentAffairhadbeen aseriousthreattoAnglo -Americanrelations.
THEMISSION
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OntheeveningofOctober11,1861 ,twoConfederateemissaries,JamesMason
andJohnSlidell,aswellastheirtwoaides,JamesMacfarland,andGeorgeEustis,slipped
outofCharlestonharbor, pastUnionblockadingvesselsandheadedtowardsNassau. 35
FromNassau,theemissariessailedtoHavana,CubawheretheyawaitedaBritishmail
steamerwhichwouldtakethemtoSt.Thomas.FromSt.Thomas,theywouldtravelon
toSouthampton,England.M asonandSlidellweretobetheSouth’stwomostimportant
diplomatsinEurope,chargedwiththetaskofconvincingtheEuropeangovernmentsto
officiallyrecognizetheConfederacyandendtheUnionblockade.Masonwastobethe
Confederaterepresentative inEngland,SlidelltherepresentativeinFrance.
TheNortherngovernmentwasanxioustopreventtheemissariesandtheir
dispatchesfromeverreachingEurope.ThegovernmenterroneouslybelievedthatBritain
andFrance,havingformerlyacknowledgedthe belligerentstatusoftheSouth,were
consideringformalrecognition.NewsofMasonandSlidell’sdeparturereached
WashingtononOctober15.SecretaryoftheNavyGideonWellesissuedorderstosend
outavesselandintercepttheConfederatesteamer NashvillebeforeitreachedGreat
Britain.UnknowntoWelles,theConfederateemissarieswerenotonaSouthernship,
35NormanB.Ferris, TheTrentAffair:ADipl omaticCrisis  (Knoxville,TN:TheUniversityof
TennesseePress,1977),7 -8. MasonhadbeenaU.S.senatorfromVirginiaforfourteenyears.Slidell,a
nativeofLouisiana,hadalsobeenasenator.HehadfarmorediplomaticexperiencethanMason,h aving
beensentbyPolkin1845totrytoresolvedisputeswiththeMexicangovernment.WilliamH.Russell,
specialcorrespondentof TheTimesofLondon toWashingtoncalledSlidell“oneofthemostdetermined
disunionists...subtle,fullofdevice,an dfondofintrigue”,andpredictedthatwhileinprisonatFort
Warrenhe“wouldconspirewiththemiceagainstthecatssoonerthannotconspireatall.”CitedinJones,
83.
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butaBritishvessel.U.S.NavalCommanderJohnB.Marchandsetsailwithhisshipthe
JamesAdger onafutilemission. 36
THECAPTURE
CaptainCharlesD.Wilkes,themanatthecenterofthecontroversysurrounding
theTrentAffair,wassentinearly1861tothecoastofAfricatotakethecommandofthe
U.S.S. SanJacinto .ThoughorderedtoreturnhertothePhiladelphiaNavalYardfor
repairsandrefitting,Wilkes,anxiousforcombat,sailedheralongthecoastofAfricafor
almostamonth,inthehopesthathewouldencounteraConfederateprivateer. 37Wilkes
thenheadedtowardtheWestIndieswherehehopedtosinktheConfederatecomme rce
raider Sumter.AftertouchingdownatCienfuegosonthesoutherncoastofCuba,he
learnedthatMasonandSlidellhadarrivedinHavanaandwouldsoonbeenrouteto
Europe.WilkesarrivedinHavanaonOctober30,andlearnedoftheenvoy’splanned
voyageontheBritishmail -steamer Trent.Hedecidedonadaringplantointerceptthe
Trent andseizethediplomatsandtheirdispatches.Afterabriefstudyofseveralbooks
availabletohimoninternationalmaritimelaw,Wilkesconvincedhimselfthath ehadthe
36Ferris,9.MasonandSlidellhadinitiallyplannedtosailonthe Nashville,butthisplanwas
abandonedinfavorofavesselwithshallowerdepthwhichcouldsailclosertoshore,andmoreeasilyevade
theNorthernblockade.ConfusedreportsoftheirescapehadcomeoutinNorthernnewspapers.
37Ibid.,18 -19. Wilkes,sixty -two,hadwonfameearlyinhiscareerasascientistandAntaractic
explorer.HewasnotgivenimportantcommandsanddeniedpromotionintheyearsleadinguptotheCivil
Warbecauseofhisreputationforinsubordinationandhisill -temper.HistorianGordonH.Warrencalls
him:“cocky,headstrong,awareofhisabilities,andblindtohisimperfections,”andnotesthathe
“demandedslavishobedience,andoverreactedwhenhefelthispositionchallenged.”GordonH.Warren,
FountainofDis content (Boston,MA:NortheasternUniversityPress,1981),11.
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rightnotonlytocapturethedispatchesbuttheambassadorsaswell,whomhedeemed
“theembodimentofdespatches.” 38
The SanJacinto encounteredthe Trent intheBahamaChannel,300mileseastof
Havana,onNovember8.Wilkes’executiveoffice rD.M.Fairfaxboardedthevesseland
demandedthesurrenderoftheenvoys,theirbaggage,andtheirdispatches.After
arrestingtheenvoys,herequestedpermissiontosearchthevessel,butwasdenied.
Fairfaxcouldhavetakencommandofherasaprize ,butfeareddoingsowouldprompt
fargreaterBritishindignation.Heandtheboardingpartyreturnedtothe SanJacinto
withthefourprisoners,butwithoutthevaluabledispatches. 39FairfaxconvincedWilkes
thatplacingalargeprizecrewonthe Trent wouldrenderhimunabletotakepartinan
imminentUnionnavalattackonPortRoyal,SouthCarolina.Furthermore,itwould
inconveniencemany“innocentpersons”onboardthevesseltotakeitbacktoKeyWest
asaprizeofwar. 40Wilkesagreed,andallow edthe Trent tocontinueitsvoyage.
Ironically,itwasthispeacefulgesturethatbecamethedeathknellofallAmericanlegal
claimsintheensuingfurorovertheTrentAffair.Wilkessailednorth,stoppingtorefuel
inHamptonRoads,Virginia,andarr ivedatFortWarren,locatedeightmilesfrom
Boston,onthemorningofNovember24. 41Bythen,Washingtonhadreceivedhis
38Crook,104.Hisfirstofficer,D.MacNiellFairfaxobjectedandurgedhimtoconsultJudge
Marvin,amaritimelawauthoritywhoresidedinKeyWest.Wilkes,havingmadeuphis mind,refused.
39Masonhadorderedhissecretarytogivehisdispatchbagtothemailagentonboardthesteamer,
totellhimthenatureofthecontents,andtoaskhimtolockitup,soastopreventitfrombeingseized.
Ferris,22.Theagent’ sdeliberateharboringofthedispatchesofabelligerentpowermayhavebeena
violationofBritishneutrality.Thisfactwaslostintheensuingfurorovertheseizureoftheenvoys.
40Ferris,26.
41Whileonboardthe SanJacinto andhel dinFortWarren,thecapturedConfederateenvoyswere
treatedlikedistinguishedguests,asopposedtoprisonersofwar.
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officialreportoftheincident,andthepublicwascelebratinghismilitary“triumph.”The
reactioninGreatBritainwouldnotbe sojoyous.
THEREACTION
TheimmediateNorthernreactiontothecaptureofMasonandSlidellwas
jubilant.TheNorthhadbeenhumiliatedattheBattleofBullRunandConfederate
commerceraidersandprivateerswereinflictingconsiderablelossesatsea. Northerners
weredesperateforavictoryofanykind,andtheyinstantlyseizeduponWilkes’bold
move.42Awriterfromthe Boston Transcript claimedthatthecaptureoftheenvoys“was
oneofthoseboldstrokesbywhichthedestiniesofnationsaredeter mined.”Wilkeshad
“dealtaheavyblow –attheveryvitalsoftheconspiracythreateningournational
existence.”43Writingalmostfiftyyearsaftertheincident,CharlesFrancisAdamsJr.
concluded:
Speakinggenerally,IthinkIdonotrememberinthew holecourseofthehalf -century’s
Retrospect—equaltotheperiodwhichelapsedbetweenthesurrenderatYorktownand
ThepresidencyofAndrewJackson –anyoccurrenceinwhichtheAmericanpeople
Weresocompletelysweptofftheirfeet,forthemomentl osingpossessionoftheir
Senses,asduringtheweekswhichimmediatelyfollowedtheseizureofMasonandSlidell. 44
BostongreetedWilkeswithloudcongratulationsuponhisarrival.Overtwo -thousand
peopleattendedareceptionforhimatFaneuilHall. MayorJosephWightmanpraised
42CharlesFrancisAdamsJr.wrotethat“thecommunity,inastateofthehighestpossibletension,
wasconstantlyhopingfora successfulcoupsomewhereandbysomeoneexecutedinitsbehalf.”Charles
FrancisAdamsJr., TheTrentAffair:AnHistoricalRetrospect   (Boston,1912),5.
43Ferris,32.NorthernpaperscalledMason“aknave,”a“coward,”a“bull,”a“snob”,a nda
“pompous,conceited,shallowtraitor.”Slidellwaslabeledas“cold,cruel,selfish,”and“themost
accomplishedsoundrel,andablestengineerofconspiracyinalltheSouth.”32 -33.
44 AdamsJr.,5.
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Wilkes’“sagacity,judgment,decision,andfirmness.” 45Foramoment,evenleading
Bostoniansfamiliarwithmaritimelaw,gotsweptupinthefervor,andinsistedthat
Wilkes’actshadlegalsanction.EdwardEverett,avetera noflocal,national,and
internationalpoliticswasconvincedofthelegalityofWilkes’actions.TheUnitedStates
DistrictAttorneyforMassachusetts,RichardHenryDanaJr.,declaredthatthe Trent was
a“lawfulprize.” 46Forabriefperiod,manyNort hernersbecame“experts”on
internationalmaritimelaw.Theydebatedanddiscussedlegalprecedents,andmanywere
convincedthattheBritishcouldnotchallengeanactionwhich“clearly”hadlegal
standing.TheBritishconsulinBostonreportedthatthe averagecitizenwas“walking
aroundwithaLawBookunderhisarmandprovingtherightoftheSs.Jacinto[sic]to
stopH.M.’s.mailboat.” 47
Asquicklyaspublicfervorhadbeenaroused,itbegantowane.Newspapers
reportedthatmanyofthepreceden tswhichhadbeenproclaimedinpublicwere
erroneousorinapplicable.ManyindividualswereconcernedastohowtheBritishwould
reacttosuchaboldmaritimemaneuver.TheindignantreactionsofBritishCanada,
BritishsubjectsinCentralAmericaand theWestIndies,andEnglishmenresidinginthe
UnitedStatesindicatedthatGreatBritainmightrespondwithviolentoutrage. 48TheNew
YorkHerald,atraditionallyAnti -Britishnewspaperpredictedthat“itismorethan
45Warren,27.Thefollowingday,Wilk esattendedabanquetwherenumerousinfluential
BostoniansspokeforfivehoursdiscussingtheseizureandpraisingWilkes.
46Ibid.,28.
47Ferris,33. AvisitingEnglishmannotedthatwithintwenty -fourhoursoflearningofthecapture
of theenvoys,lawyersrushedtoprovidejustification,withthepopulacefollowingsuituntil“everyman
andeverywomaninBostonwerearmedwithprecedents.”
48Ibid.,35.
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probablethatthegovernmentwilld isavowtheproceedings,apologiseforit,promising
nevertodoitagain,andperhapsreprimandthenavalofficerforpermittinghiszealto
outstriphisdiscretion.” 49HoraceGreeley,influentialeditorofthe DailyTribune ,
suggestedthattheWashington governmentcouldreleasetheprisoners,whileatthesame
time,reaffirmingage -oldAmericanmaritimepolicythatchampionedneutralmaritime
rightsagainstsearchandseizure. 50Americanpublicopinionwasbynomeans
unanimousonthesubject,andastron gBritishreactioncouldtempertheinitial
jubilation.51JustwhattheWashingtongovernmentwoulddoifchallengedbyGreat
Britainremainedunknown.
TheBritishForeignOfficehadbeenwellawareofthepossibilitythataNorthern
captainmightattem pttoseizetheConfederateenvoysoffofaneutralvessel.Earlyin
November,1861,theNorthernwarship JamesAdger arrivedinSouthampton,England.
ThepresenceofthevesselalarmedBritishintelligence,whichbelieveditwaswaitingto
interceptt heWestIndianmail -packetonwhichtheConfederateambassadorswere
rumoredtobearriving.LordPalmerstonrequestedthattheForeignOfficeconsultcrown
legalofficialstodeterminethelegalityofaseizureofambassadorsandtheirdispatches
onboar daneutralvesselininternationalwaters.OnNovember12,Palmerstonrequested
49Crook,112.
50Ferris,34.
51Historiansdifferast othedurationorunanimityofpublicsupportforWilkes.Allagreethat
therewasadramaticoutburstwithinthefirstfewdays,butsomelikeNormanFerrisandandD.P.Crook
havearguedthattherewasconcernofthelegalityfromtheverybeginning,wh ichquicklygrewoverthe
followingweeks.Ferris33 -36andCrook,111 -112.GordonWarrenarguesthatthisperiodofjubilant
supportlastedsomewhatlonger,untiltheBritishreactionwasknown.Warren,45 -46.Itendtoagreewith
FerrisandCook,but concedeWarren’spointthatthisinitialreactionmayhaveinfluencedLincolninhis
desiretoholdontotheenvoysdespiteBritishprotests.
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asurprisemeetingwithAdamstodiscussthesituation. 52Inhisnotesonthemeeting
AdamsindicatedthatPalmerstonwasuncertainofthelegalityofsuchaseizure;yeteven
ifitwereproventobelegal,theprimeministerdidnotbelieveitwouldbeworththe
trouble.Palmerstonimpliedthat“itwassurelyofnoconsequencewhetheroneortwo
moremenwereaddedtothetwoorthreewhohadalreadybeensolonghere.They
wouldscarcelymakeadifferenceintheactionofthegovernmentafteroncehavingmade
upitsmind.” 53Palmerstonwaspresentingapointofgreatimportance.Theseizureof
envoysoffofaBritishvessel,whetheritwerelegalornot,wouldcauseamajor stirin
England,andtheenforcementofamaritimerightwasnotworththetroubleitwould
causeintherelationsbetweenthetwocountries. 54MasonandSlidellwouldnotbe
receivedofficially,andtheirpresenceinEuropewoulddonothingtochangeBri tish
policy.AdamsputPalmerston’sconcernstorest,statingthattheinstructionsforthe
JamesAdger weretopursueanenemyvesselanddidnotallowforanactionagainsta
neutralone.Afterthemeetingconcluded,theprimeministerquicklywrotea lettertothe
editorofthe TimesofLondon thatsaidAdamshadgivenhima“verysatisfactory
explanation.”55
ThesubsequentBritishreactiontotheseizureshowedthatithadindeedcaused
moretroublethanitneededto. Whenn ewsofWilk es’actarri vedonSeptember27,
52InhissixmonthsinLondon,AdamshaddealtexclusivelywithForeignMinisterRussell;
consequently,therequ estforameetingfromPalmerstoncameasacompletesurprisetoAdams.
53AdamsJr.,22.
54Ferrispointsoutthatthiskindofargument,basedon“politic”notprinicpletraditionally
botheredAmericanslikeAdamswhothoughtthatthefarmor eimportantfactorinsuchadiscussionwas
therightofprinciple,notpoliticalconcerns.Ferris,15.
55Ferris,16.
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therewasanimmediateuproarinGreatBritain.ManyBritishofficialsconcludedthat
Wilkeshadactedunderordersfromthefederalgovernment. 56Therewasanalmost
universaloutcryagainsttheactintheBritishpressandinpubli copinion.OneAmerican
inLondonwrotetoSeward,“Thereneverwaswithinmemorysuchaburstoffeeling...
Thepeoplearefranticwithrage,andwerethecountrypolled,Ifear999menoutofa
thousandwoulddeclareforimmediatewar.” 57Britonsrus hedtodefendtheirnational
honor.The LondonChronicle wrotethatEnglandhadbeen“piraticallyoutraged”and
thattheattackontheBritishflag“mustnotgounavenged.”The TimesofLondon called
theseizurea“wantonfolly”byan“imbecile”governme ntinWashington. 58Amember
ofParliamentdeclaredthatiftheUnitedStatesdidnotatoneforthisnationalinsult,the
Britishflagshouldbe“tornintoshredsandsenttoWashingtonfortheuseofthe
Presidentialwater -closets.”59JohnBright,oneof thestrongestUnionsympathizersin
Britainnotedthat“theignorantandpassionateand‘RuleBrittania’classareangryand
insolentasusual.” 60ItisimportanttonotethatContrarytowhatsomehistorianshave
asserted,newsoftheeuphoricreactionth eincidentreceivedintheNorthdidnothavea
dramaticimpactontheBritishreactiontotheTrentAffair. 61TheBritishgovernmentand
56Crook,124.TestimonytothecontrarywasavailabletotheBritish.Slidell’swifeanddaughter
toldreportersthatLt. FairfaxhadinsistedthatWilkeswasactingonhisowninitiative.Wilkes’declaration
thatheactedalonedidnotarriveinEnglanduntilDecember2,aftertheBritishgovernmenthaddecidedon
acourseofaction.
57CitedinJones,83 -84.
58CitedinFerris,47.
59CitedinWarren,105.
60CitedinCrook,125.
61EphraimD.Adams,authorofperhapsthemostrecognizedsurveyofAnglo -Americanrelations
duringtheCivilWar,claimedthatnewsoftheAmericanreactiongreat lyinfluencedtheBritishreaction.
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thegeneralpublicwerealreadyquiteindignant,evenbeforenewsofthepositive
Northernreactionarrived.
THEDI PLOMACY
TheBritishgovernmentscrambledtocomeupwithanimmediateresponsetothe
seizureoftheenvoys.Palmerstonwasfurious,believingthattheAmericangovernment
hadintendedthis“deliberateandpremeditatedinsult”toprovokeaquarrelwithGr eat
Britain.Russelldemandedastrongreply,andwarnedtheprimeministerthatthe
Americanswere“verydangerouspeopletorunawayfrom.” 62OnNovember28,the
BritishcrownlawofficersdeclaredthatWilkes’actionwasillegalbecausehehadfailed
toseizethevesselasaprizeofwarandbringittoaprizecourttoadjudicatethematter.
Thefourteen -memberBritishcabinetmetthefollowingdayandagreedthatthe
AmericansshouldreturntheenvoysimmediatelyandapologizeforinsultingtheBriti sh
flag.63ThecabinetorderedLordLyonstowithdrawthelegation,andreturntoLondon,if
WashingtonrefusedtoagreetotheBritishterms.Theharshtoneofthedispatchtobe
preparedfor LyonswassoftenedbyPrinceAlbert,whoalongwiththeQueen wasmost
concernedwithmaintainingfriendlyrelationswiththeUnitedStates. 64ThePrince’snote
gavetheWashingtongovernmentthebenefitofthedoubt,statingthat“HerMajesty’s
EphraimD.Adams, GreatBritainandtheAmericanCivilWar vol.I (Gloucester,MA:PeterSmith,
1957),218.
62Jones,84.
63Crook,127.DespiteGladstone’sobjectionthatBritainshouldfirsthearwhat theAmericanshad
tosaybeforewithdrawingLyon,theproposalleftnoroomforanAmericancounter -argument.
64Ibid.,132.ThePrinceconsortspentmuchofthenightofthe30 thworkingonareviseddraftthat
waslesslikelytooffendtheAmeric ans,whileatthesametime,satisfyingBritishdemands.Itwastobe
thesicklyprince’slastwork,ashecollapsedonDecember2anddiedonDecember14fromtyphoid.
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GovernmentareunwillingtobelievethattheUnitedStatesGovernmentin tended
wantonlytoputaninsultonthiscountry.” 65FollowingAlbert’slead,thecabinetmet
againonDecember1,andapprovedarevised,lessthreateningnote.Thenextday,the
EuropaleftEngland,carryingthevitaldispatch.Thoughtherewasapossi bilityof
peacefulresolutiontothecrisis,thethreatofseriousconflictremainedacute.Lyonswas
instructedtogivetheAmericanssevendaystorespondoncethenotewasformally
presented.RusselltoldLyonsthat“whatwewant,isaplainYesora plainNotoour
verysimpledemands.” 66ArefusaltocomplycouldseverdiplomatictieswithBritain.
WhiletheultimatumwasenroutetoWashington,theBritishpreparedfora
possiblewaragainsttheUnitedStates.TheBritishgovernmentsentrein forcementsto
Canada.PalmerstonlobbiedtheWarOfficethatpreviouslyplannedreductionsinmilitary
spendingfor1862hadtobereconsidered.EarlierintheyearPalmerstonandLyonshad
lobbiedforagreaterBritishmilitarypresenceinCanada,butth eseplanshadbeen
rejectedbyParliamentbecauseofalackofresourcesandthebeliefthatBritishinterests
inCanadawouldnotbethreatened.Palmerstonwrotethat“relationswithSeward&
Lincolnaresoprecarious,thatitseemstomethatitwouldb einadvisabletomakeany
reductionintheamountofourmilitaryforce.” 67TheWarOfficedebatedthebest
strategyforconductingacampaignagainsttheNorth.AnumberofhighrankingBritish
officialsthoughtthelikelihoodofwarwasprobable.Among themwerePalmerston,
Lyons,andWarSecretary CorewallLewis,whowrotethat“thepresentaspectofaffairs
65CitedinCrook,133.
66CitedinJones,125.
67CitedinFerr is,44.
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seemtometobeinevitablewar.” 68TheBritishforeignofficewasparticularlyconcerned
withwhatitsawasanalarmingincreaseinAmericanpurc hasesofsaltpeteraswellas
othermaterialsnecessarytowagewar.Thesepurchaseswerecoincidental,butthe
Britishgovernmenthadnowayofknowingthis. 69OnNovember29,theCrown
prohibitedtheexportofall“gunpowder,saltpeter,nitrateofsoda ,andbrimstone.” 70
IfmanyintheBritishgovernmentwereconcernedthatwarwouldbreakout,
CharlesFrancisAdamsandhissonHenrywerecertainofit.Whenfirstnotifiedof
Wilkes’action,theelderAdamsremarkedthatthisaffair“woulddomorefo rthe
Southernersthantenvictories,forittouchesJohnBull’shonor,andthehonorofhis
flag.”71UpsetthathecoulddonothingtoeasethecrisisandbelievingthatSewardwould
notbackdown,AdamswroteEdwardEverettthat“Ifullyexpectnowthat myrecallor
mypassportswillbeinmyhandsbythemiddleofJanuary.” 72HenryAdamswrotehis
68CitedinFerris,45.WhentoldofpotentialAmericancomplacency,Lewisremarkedthat“we
shallsoonironthesmileoutoftheirface.”CitedinCrook,135.
69Warren,112.AttheoutbreakoftheCivilWar,theAmericanWarDepar tmenthadlessthan
2,000tonsofsaltpeter,theprimaryingredientingunpowder.Thissupplycouldlastforonlyaboutsix
months.MostgunpowdermanufacturershadtobuysaltpeterfromIndia.Bythefallof1861,supplies
weredwindling,andtheNorth erngovernmentfearedthatBritishsympathyfortheConfederacymightlead
themtoabandonitscash -and-carrypolicy.Withthisinmind,LammotDuPontwasimmediately
dispatchedtoEuropetoaquireallthesaltpeterthatwasavailableforsaleinGreatB ritain.TheTrentAffair
threatenedwar,andtheBritishgovernment,alreadybelievingthatSewardmightbetryingtostartawar,
wasdeterminedtopreventfurthersalesofthesewarmaterialstotheUnitedStates.Palmerstonthought
thatitwouldbe“a nactoffollyamountingtoabsoluteImbecillitytoletthosewhomaysoonbeour
enemies...goonextractingfromourwarehousesandworkshopsthemeanstomakewar,againstus.”
Warren,114.
70Ibid.,114.Thisbanalsoaffectedpendingshipment stoRussia,Italy,andtheConfederacy.The
embargodidnotstoptheAmericanministertoBelgium,HenryS.Sanfordfromobtaininglargeamountsof
gunsandsaltpeter.HesimplytransferredhisgovernmentfundsfromLondontoParisbanks;andbought
themuchneededsuppliesinAntwerpandHamburg.Healsoplannedtosmugglemoregunsoutof
Englandbypaying“agoodfee”tothecustomsofficer.
71CitedinJones,85.
72CitedinFerris,48 -49.Duetopoorcommunication,Adamsdidnothear anythingaboutthe
incidentfromWashingtonuntilDecember11.
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brotherthat“ourpositionishopeless.” 73HecouldnotbelievethatAmericansdidn’t
realizethatthisactionwouldhaveseriousconsequences,complaining:“ Whatabloody
setoffoolstheyare!Howinthenameofallthat’sconceivablecouldyousupposethat
Englandwouldsitquietundersuchaninsult.Weshouldhavejumpedoutofourbootsat
suchaone.” 74
WhilethediplomatsinLondonanxiouslywaited,Wa shingtondebatedtheproper
courseofaction.Lincolnseemedinitiallytofavorsomeformofarbitration,aproposal
thatwassuggestedbyseveralprominentNorthernsympathizersinBritainaswellas by
MassachusettsSenatorCharlesSumner.Sumnerrecom mendedPrussia,or“threelearned
publicistsoftheContinent”toarbitratethedispute. 75Lincolndesperatelywantedto
preservenationalhonor,andthoughtthattogiveuptheprisonerssolelybecausethe
Britishthreatenedretributionwouldprovokepubl icoutrage.Seward,realizingthatthe
Britishwereinnomoodforarbitration,thoughtitbettertosimplygiveintotheir
demands.Helobbiedthecabinetfordaystoreleasetheprisonersandapologize.On
December26,thecabinetrecommendedthatLi ncolnfreethemen.ThePresident
decidedtoheedtheadviceofhiscabinetandtoldSewardthat“IfoundIcouldnotmake
anargumentthatwouldsatisfymyownmind,andthatprovedtomeyourgroundwasthe
rightone.” 76
Sewardnowhadtheoneroustask ofcraftingareplytotheBritishthatwould
preservenationalhonorwhilecomplyingwiththeirdemands.Hisreplywaswell
73CitedinWarren,118.
74CitedinJones,89.
75Crook,156.
76Jones,93.
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receivedbytheAmericanpublicbuthasbeenfrequentlycriticizedbyhistorians.Seward
deniedthattheUnitedStateshaddonea nythingwrong,andstatedthatthereleaseofthe
prisonerswaspartofthenation’slengthyhistoryofdefendingtherightsofneutrals.
Wilkes’actwaswrong,notbecauseheseizedtheambassadorsfromaneutralvessel,but
becausehehadfailedtobrin gthe Trent toaprizecourttoadjudicatethematter.Seward
acknowledgedwithsatisfactionthattheBritishhadfinallycomearoundtotheAmerican
positionofrespectingneutralrightsduringwartime.Toemphasizethathewasnot
capitulatingtoBriti shpressure,hestatedthatthe“waningproportions”ofthe
insurrectionallowedfortheprisonerstobesafelyreleased,butthat“ifthesafetyofthe
Unionrequiredthedetentionofthecapturedpersons,itwouldbetherightanddutyof
thisgovernment todetainthem.” 77MosthistoriansagreethatSeward’sargumentdidnot
restonsolidlegalground,andhavecriticizedseveralaspectsofthedeclaration.Gordon
WarrencriticizesSeward’sfailuretoprovethatnon -militarypersonnelcouldbetakenoff
ofaneutralvesselheadingforaneutralport. HowardJonesnotesthatbyusingtheterms
neutralityand contraband,Sewardwasforcedtoconcedethebelligerencyofthe
Confederates,somethingthathadcausedgreatenmitybetweenBritainandtheUnited
Statesformuchof1861.CharlesFrancisAdamsJr.lamentedwhatheperceivedtobean
abandonmentoftrueAmericanmaritimeprinciplesinfavoroftheBritish“high -handed”
and“arrogant”policies. 78
77CitedinCrook,161.
78WarrencriticizesSewardforlinkingMasonandSlide lltothehatedpracticeofimpressments.
HealsoHecallsSeward’sreplya“monumenttoillogic.”Warren,184.CharlesFrancisAdamsJr.
thoughtthat“theSewardletterwasinadequatetotheoccasion.Apossiblemoveofunsurpassedbrilliancy
onthe internationalchessboardhad,almostunseen,beenpermittedtoescapeus.”AdamsJr.,44.These
criticisms,areinmanyrespects,quitevalid.Seward’sreplywasnotlegallyviablenorbrilliantlyargued.I
tendtoagreewithFerris,however,whenhe writesthattheimportanceofSeward’sreplywasnotinits
legalisticfunction,it“lackedtheessentialelementsofagoodlegalbrief —logic,consistency,andtheforce
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OnJanuary8,1862,theForeignofficereceivedwordo fthesurrenderofthe
diplomats,andbothnationsbreathedasighofrelief,athavingnarrowlyavertedafar
moreseriouscrisis.MasonandSlidellarrivedinSouthamptononJanuary29,wherethey
wouldbegintheoneroustaskoftryingtopersuadethen ationsofEuropetoextend
recognitiontotheConfederateStatesofAmerica.
WHYTHEOUTRAGE?
In1862,CountAgénordeGasparin,aprominentSwissliberalandsupporterof
theUnion,publishedabookdescribingEuropeanattitudestowardUnitedStates. Atthe
endofthework,hetookuptherecentlyresolved Trent Affair.Whileacknowledging
thatWilkes’actionwasillegal,helaunchedamajorattackagainsttheBritishgovernment
fortakingarelativelyminorincident,andblowingitsofaroutofprop ortionthatwarwas
onlynarrowlyaverted.GasparinemphasizedthattheBritishwereguiltyoffargreat er
violationsofneutralrights thanthisincident ,whichhadcausedsuchmassconsternation.
Gasparinnotedthat“shehasseizedsailorswhenitsuite dheronboardAmericanships,
hesitatingneithertoarrestindividualsnortorenderhernavalofficerssupremejudgesin
thematter...LetusceasetopretendthattheactofCaptainWilkesisanenormitywithout
equal.”79HefurthercriticizedEngland fordisplayingalackofsensiblediplomacyby
condemningtheAmericangovernmentbeforeithadevenheardtheirversionofthe
ofauthority”,butasapoliticalanddiplomaticdocument.Ferris , DesperateDiplom acy,183.Heargues
thatitsintentionwastoconvincethepresident,cabinet,andtheAmericanpublicthatyieldingtotheBritish
wasthepropercourseofaction.Asadiplomaticdocument,itwasdesignedtoavoidanAnglo -American
War.
79CountAgénordeGasparin, AmericaBeforeEurope:PrinciplesandInterests  (NewYork:
CharlesScribner,1862),134 -135.
40
events.Gasparin’sworkposesanimportantquestion:WhydidGreatBritainreactso
stronglytoaviolationofneutralrights atsea?
The Trent Affairwaslargelytheculminationofagrowingmistrustbetween
LondonandWashingtonthathaddevelopedoverthecourseof1861.Failingto
understandthemotivationsbehindthedeclarationofneutrality,Washingtonwasfurious
attheBritishforwhatitperceivedasanactionthatservedtokeeptherebellionalive.
TheactivitiesoftheEuropeanpowersinSanDomingoandMexicosuggestedtomany
AmericansthattheEuropeanpowersmightexploitAmericanweaknessbyreestablishing
afootholdinNorthAmerica.Conversely,theBritishwereveryconcernedbySeward’s
oftenbrashrhetoric,andbelievedthattheAmericanSecretaryofStatewouldbemore
thanwillingtoprovokeaconflictwiththeBritishgovernment.Sewardhadindeed
consideredwhetherawarwithEuropemightservetoreunitetheNorthandSouthinthe
earlymonthsof1861.
TheindividualmostresponsibleforcreatingtheimageofSewardasawar -
mongererandsomethingofaloosecannonwasLord Lyons.Innumerousd ispatches to
England,hecomplainedofSeward’sbrashnessandrecommendedBritainbepreparefor
apossibleseriousconflictwiththeUnitedStates.DuringMayandJuneof1861,Lyons
hadrecommendedanincreasedmilitarypresenceinNorthAmericatodisc ourageSeward
frompursuingathreateningcourseofaction.LyonsremindedPalmerstonthathehad
long“beeninconstantapprehensionofsomeviolentproceedingonthepartofthis
governmenttowardsGreatBritain,whichwouldrenderthemaintenanceoffr iendly
relationsbetweenthetwocountriesnolongerpossible.” 80Theambassador,notunlike
80Ferris,54.
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manyEuropeans,hadlongshowndisdainfortheAmericangovernmentandthoughtit
largelyruledbythe“mob.”AshetoldPalmerstoninOctoberof1861,“Herethe
governmentwasinthehandsofwhatarecalledinAmerica‘politicians.’meningeneral
ofsecondratestationandability,whoaimatlittlemorethanatdiviningandpanderingto
thefeelingofthemobofvoters.” 81
TheTrentAffairdemonstratedthiscr iticismtobeunfounded.AsGasparin
remarked,“AgovernmenthasbeenfoundatWashington,littleresemblingthepicture
thathadbeendrawnforus,andapeople,forthewholemustbeconfessed,muchmore
sensibleandmorefullymasterofitselfthanha dbeenpretended.” 82Seward’spolitical
enemiesathomeandhisdiplomaticcounterpartsabroadhelpedcreateavisionofthe
secretaryofstateasabrash,dangerousfigure,whohadlittleregardforpolite
diplomacy.83Itisinthislightthatonecan understandthebeliefofmanyinBritainthat
WilkeshadactedunderordersfromtheWashingtongovernmenttodeliberatelyseizethe
envoys,andprovokeaconflictwithGreatBritain.
Itisdifficulttoascertainjusthowseriousthethreatofawarb reakingoutbetween
GreatBritainandtheUnitedStatesovertheTrentAffair was.Ononelevel,the
81NormanB.Ferris , DesperateDiplomacy (Knoxville,TN:UniversityofTennesseePress,1977),
199.
82Gasparin,150.
83ThisisthebasiccontentionofNormanFerris,whoIbelievebestportraysSeward’sdiplomacy.
Seward’sdetractorspointtohisbellicoserhetoricandveiledthreatstostartawarwithEuropeduringthe
firstmonthsofthe year,asevidencethatBritainhadgoodreasontobewaryoftheAmericanSecretaryof
State.Indeed,Sewarddidnotappeartobetheidealchoicefortheposition.AsaCongressman,hewas
notedforhisimpassionedrhetoricandconfrontationalstyle. InregardtoAmerica’spossibleterritorial
expansionintoCanadaandMexico,however,hedidnotdifferdramaticallyfrommanyindividualsofthe
periodwhothoughtthatsuchexpansionwasaninevitability.ContrarytowhatwasbelievedinBritainat
thetime,hedidnotpromoteforcefulannexationofanynewterritory,(somethinghispoliticalenemiesat
homehadinsisted).Forme,Seward’srecordofpragmaticcompromiseininternationaldisputesduringthe
CivilWarisclearevidencethathisknackf orpeacefuldiplomacyfaroutweighshisquestionable
reputation.
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likelihoodoftheNorthhavinggonetowarwithBritainseemsremote.UnlikeBritain,
whichsenttroopstoCanadaandnavalvesselstotheCaribbean,the Northnevermade
anypreparationsforawarwithBritain.Washingtonquicklycapitulatedinthefaceofa
Britishultimatum.HowcouldtheUnion,alreadyatwarwiththeConfederacy,be
draggedintoawarwiththeworld’sgreatestnavalpower,overani nconsequential
maritimeincident?
Theanswerliesinthediplomacyof1861.BothAmericanandBritishforeign
policyduringthefirstyearofthewaremphasizedthethreatofforce.Northern
policymakersbelievedthatthebestwaytokeepEuropefromi nterveningintheCivil
Warwasbythreateningtogotowarwithanynationwhosomuchashintedthatthe
conflictresembledsomethingmorethanaminorinternalrebellion.Inordertodefeatthe
secessionists,theybelieved,onehadtoconvincethe“tra itors”thatnoEuropean
assistancewouldbeforthcoming.ThethreatofforcewastheNorth’sgreatestdeterrent
againstintervention.TheBritish,likewise,believedthattheonlywaytoprevent
Americanaggressionwaswiththethreatofforce.British officialsthoughtveiledthreats
ofbeingwillingtodowhateverittooktokeepregularcommercialrelationswiththe
Southopen,mightforcetheNorthtokeeptheSoutherncoastopentoBritishcommerce.
Theaggressivetonethatchar acterizedthediplom acyof1861 waslargelyresponsiblefor
increasingthepossibilityofconflict.GreatBritainandtheUnitedStates,whichwere
actuallyreluctanttogotowar,wereverynearlydraggedintoone,becauseoftherhetoric
oftheirdiplomacy.
Thefundamenta ldiplomaticmisunderstandingsoftheperiodincreasedthe
likelihoodofwarasaresultoftheTrentAffair.Overthecourseoftheyear,bothnations
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becameconvincedthattheothernationwouldwelcomeaconflict.Britishofficials
believedSewardwas eagertotakeonGreatBritain;andtheNorthbelievedthatBritain
wishedtoseetheirnationpermanentlydivided.Eachthoughtheworstoftheotherand
sawhiddenmotivationsbehindeveryincident.TheNorth’sbeliefthatBritainhad
definiteplanst orecognizetheSouthhadadramaticimpactontheeventsoflate1861.
UnionofficialsconsideredthepresenceofConfederatediplomatsinEurope a serious
threattothesecurityofthenation.Therefore,theyaggressivelypursuedMasonand
Slidell.In reality,theConfederateenvoyswouldhavemadelittledifferenceinaltering
EuropeanforeignpolicyduringtheCivilWar.Palmerstonacknowledgedasmuchinhis
meetingwithAdams,inwhichhesuggestedthattheircapturewouldnotbeworththe
effort.Similarly,BritishindignationatWilkes’brash actionhadmuchtodowiththis
perceptionofAmericanmotives.FirmlyconvincedthattheUniongovernmentwasanti -
British,andmightconsiderawarwithBritaintoarousepublicsupportforthe
government,BritishofficialswerequicktoassumethatWilkeshadactedunderstrict
ordersfromWashington.Inthiscontext,theTrentAffairwasnottheresultofthe
independentactionsofanadventurousUnionnavalofficer,butadeli berateinsultupon
theBr itishE mpire.
Thefinalelementthatmadewarapossibilitywasnationalhonor.Thedefenseof
nationalhonorwasoneofthefewreasonswhyanationmighthaveignoredallofits
political,economic,andmilitaryinterests.Whenevernationalhonor was perceivedtobe
atstake,thelikelihoodofwar increased dramatically.ItwasnotinBritain’sintereststo
gotowarwiththeNorthovertheTrentAffair,yetnumerousintelligentindividuals
insideandoutsideofBritishgovernmentclamoredforwaragai nstAmericaiftheNorth
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refusedtoreleasetheprisonersandapologizeforhavingcommittedsocriminalan
offense.Similarly,nationalhonorwastheonlyreasonLincolncouldpossiblyhavehad
forrefusingtoreleasetheprisoners.ThecaptureoftheC onfederateenvoyscameata
timewhentheNorthwasclamoringforanyformofgoodnews.Thewhirlwindof
supportforWilkesthatfollowednewsofhisactionswassostrongbecauseitcameata
timewhenmanyNorthernerswerestrugglingtofeelgoodabout thewareffort.Onlya
reluctancetoappeartobebackingdownfromGreatBritaincouldhavepreventedthe
returnoftheConfederateenvoys.ThethreatofwarduringtheTrentAffairwasnota
resultofeithernation’sdesiretogotowar,butrather,t hespecialnatureofdiplomatic
relationsbetweenthetwonationsduringthefirstyearoftheAmericanCivilWar.The
threatofEuropeaninterventionintheAmericanCivilWardidnotdiewiththeresolution
ofthe Trent Affair,however.Anevengreater crisisfacedtheNorthinthelatesummer
andfallof1862,asBritainandFrancedebatedrecognition,armistice,andarbitration.
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CHAPTER3
THEINTERVENTIONCRI SISOF1862
ThesuccessofNortherndiplomacyduringthefirstyearoftheCivilWarwas
mixed.Onthenegativeside,theNorthhadfailedtolimittheconflicttoapurely
domesticone.GreatBritainhaddeclareditsneutrality.Europeanforeignpoli cyleaders
hadmetwithSoutherncommissioners.France,Spain,andGreatBritainhadchallenged
theMonroeDoctrineandsentarmedforcestoMexico.TheNorthhadbeenforcedto
giveintoBritishpressureduringthe Trent Affair.Onthepositiveside, GreatBritainhad
accepted,albeitgrudgingly,theblockadeoftheSoutherncoast,whichwastheNorth’s
mostpowerfulweaponagainsttheSouth.TheBritish,despitethefearsofmanyin
Washington,appeareddisinclinedtograntofficialrecognitiontoth eSouth,butratherto
maintainthepresentcourseofneutrality.EuropewasnotdesperateforSoutherncotton
46
asofyet.TheresolutionoftheTrentAffair,whichhadthreatenedthepeacefulrelations
ofthetwonations,seemedtohaveproducedagreate rlevelofdiplomaticunderstanding
betweenWashingtonandLondon.InAprilof1862thetwonationssignedamutual -
searchtreatythatwasdesignedtocombattheoceanicslavetrade.TheBritishhadbeen
seekingsuchanagreementwiththeUnitedStatesf ordecades. 84Despitethesepositive
developments,therewasnouseinpredictingthatthenextyearwouldwitnessfarmore
cordialrelationsbetweenthetwonations.ThebestthatPalmerstoncouldsaywasthat
AmericanhatredforGreatBritainwasnotli kelytobemuchgreaterthanitlonghad
been.85
Indeed,itwasthelatesummerandfallof1862thatwasthedirestperiodfor
Americandiplomacy.ItwasduringthistimethatEuropecameclosesttointerveningin
theAmericanCivilWar.Amixtureofe conomicandhumanitarianconcernsledfirst
Gladstone,thenPalmerstonandRussell,tocontemplatesomeformofintervention,beit
armistice,arbitration,orrecognition.EventheardentsupportersoftheNorthinthe
Britishgovernmentthoughtthereuni ficationofAmericaonlyaremotepossibility.
Northerndiplomatscouldnotforestalltheinterventionistdebates;theycouldonly
continuetowarntheEuropeanpowersthatanyattemptsatinterventionwouldbeflatly
refused.Thedecisionwasultimately uptotheBritish.Ittookaninternalstrugglewithin
theFrenchgovernmentandanimpassioneddefenseforcontinuedneutralitybydissenting
cabinetmemberstopreventEuropeaninterventionintheCivilWar.Thiswasthe
North’smostperiloushourin Europe.
84Crook,183.
85H.C.F.Bell, LordPalmerston  (Hamden,CT:ArchonBooks,1966),315.
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INITIALINQUIRIES
TheinitialattemptsmadebyafewindividualswithintheBritishgovernmentto
reachanagreementwithFrancetointerveneinthewarwererejectedbyPalmerstonand
Russell.TheyfailednotbecausetheleadingfiguresinBrit ishforeignpolicywantedthe
wartocontinue,butbecausethetimingwasinopportune.Theprimeproponentof
interventioninParliamentwasWilliamLindsay. 86Onhisowninitiativeheheldaseries
ofmeetingswithNapoleonIIIinAprilof1862.Napoleo ncommunicatedtohimthathe
wouldhavetriedtoforcetheNorthtolifttheblockade,ifonlyEnglandhadagreed.
Furthermore,heaskedLindsaytorelayhisfeelingstoleadingBritishofficials.Hewas
willingtosendafleettotheMississippiRiver ifEnglandwoulddothesame. 87These
meetingsdidlittletohelpeitherindividual.EdouardThouvenel,Frenchforeign
secretary,wasdismayedatNapoleon’sactingwithoutthesupportofhisadvisorsand
PalmerstonandRussellwerefuriouswithLindsayf orgoingoutsideofofficialdiplomatic
channels.SirAustenHenryLayard, Britishundersecretaryofstateforforeignaffairs ,
wrotefromParisthat“Lindsayseemstohavemadeacompletedonkeyofhimself.” 88
Lindsay,whohadearlierthreatenedtointr oduceamotioninParliamentonrecognizing
theSouthifthegovernmentdidnotaddressNapoleon’soffer,putoffintroducinghis
motionuntilmid -July.Palmerstonwasnotintimidatedbythisthreatandarguedagainst
anytalkofrecognitionatatimewhe n“alltheseaboardalmost,andtheprincipalinternal
86LindsaywasanindependentLiberalwhorepresentedSunderland.Hewasalsoapowe rful
Britishship -owner.
87Jones,120.
88CitedinKrein,65.
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riversareinthehandsoftheNorth.” 89ParliamentfinallydebatedLindsay’smotionon
July18.Aheateddebatefollowed,withLindsayeventuallydecidingtowithdrawthe
motionbecauseoftheclear oppositionofthegovernment. 90Palmerstonwasattheheight
ofhispower,andParliamentwasnotlikelytobeabletoforcehimintoaction.Despite
thewithdrawalofthemotion,theprimeministernotedthat“thefeelingofthemajorityof
theHouseis decidedlyinfavoroftheSouth.” 91
NeitherRussellnorPalmerstonthoughtamovetowardsinterventionbythe
powersofEuropeawiseideaatthistime.Thatdidnotmeanthattheprimeministerdid
notdesireanearlyendtotheconflict.Asearlyast hepreviousMay,Palmerstonhad
writtenEdwardEllice,amemberofParliament,that“thedayonwhichwecouldsucceed
inputtinganendtothisunnaturalwarbetweenthetwosectionsofourNorthAmerican
cousinswouldbeoneofthehappiestofourlives, ”buthesawnosenseinactingtodoso
until“thiscravingappetiteforconflictinarms”hadsettleddown,allowingapossible
settlementtotakeplace. 92InOctoberof1861,hewroteRussellthatunlesstheconflict
threatenedtheeconomicstabilityor thesecurityofthePowersofEurope,“ourbestand
truepolicyseemstobetogoonaswehavebegun,andtokeepquiteclearoftheconflict
89CitedinIbid.,65.
90Duringdebate,LindsayclearlydemonstratedhismotivationsforsupportingSouthern
independence.Heclaimedthathe“desiredthedisruptionof theAmericanUnion,aseveryhonest
Englishmandid,becauseitwastoogreataPowerandEnglandshouldnotletsuchapowerexistonthe
Americancontinent.”CitedinJones,134.
91Citedin:BrianConnell, Reginavs.Palmerston  (GardenCity,NY :Doubleday&Company
Inc.,1961),366.
92Citedin:EvelynAshley, LifeofViscountPalmerston1846 -1865 vol.II(London:Richard
Bentley&Sons,1876),208 -209.
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betweenNorthandSouth.” 93ThiscourseofmaintainingneutralitymarkedBritish
foreignpolicyforthefirstha lfof1862.
GLADSTONE,PALMERSTON,ANDRUSSELL
ThepotentialforBritishinterventionreacheditswartimehighinthefallof1862
becausethethreemostpowerfulfiguresintheBritishcabinetdecidedthatEuropeshould
dosomethingtoendthewar.T hefirsttofavorinterventionwasWilliamGladstone,the
ChancelloroftheExchequer.Gladstoneseemedanunlikelyfiguretosupport
intervention.UnlikeotherleadingBritishofficials,headmiredAmerica’sexperimentin
democracy.Helashedoutagain stthosewhosoughtthedissolutionoftheUnitedStates
forBritain’sbenefit.HefearedthataseparatedAmericawouldposeagreaterthreatto
Canada,andtherestofthehemisphere. 94Despitethesefeelings,Gladstonepushedfora
negotiatedpeacebas edonSouthernindependenceasearlyasthesummerof1862.His
liberalbeliefintherightoflocalself -determinationaswellasagrowingdismayatwhat
heperceivedtobeabreakdownofdemocraticprinciplesintheNorth,ledhimto
advocateseparatio n.Gladstonebelievedthatthewarwasdestroyingthefoundingideals
oftheRepublicandwasthreateningindividualliberties.TheSouthcouldnotbeforced
backintoapeacefulassociationwiththeNorth,reasonedGladstone.“If(andwhatanif!)
theycouldconquertheSouththeywouldonlyfindthemselvesconfrontedbypolitical
andcivilproblemswhichare...whollyinsoluble.” 95
93Ibid.,218.
94Crook,228.DuringtheTrentcrisisGladstonewrot e:“Iamdeeplyconvinceditwasforour
interestthattheoldUnionshouldcontinue.”
95CitedinCrook,229.TheparentheticalcommentisGladstone’s.
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Gladstonehadthreeprincipalreasonsforfavoringimmediateaction.Thefirst
wasthatifGreatBritainwaitedtoa ctuntiltheoutcomeofthewarwascertain,thenboth
NorthandSouthwouldhavesufferedseriousdamage,andEuropewouldbearsomeof
theresponsibilityfornotstoppingthecarnage.Europecouldnotwaituntilboth
antagonistswerewillingtoaccepti ntervention.Thesecondwasthefearthatasthe
South’svictoriescontinuedtomountduringthesummerandfallof1862,itwouldbefar
moredifficulttoresolveterritorialdisputes.Borderstatespreviouslyalignedwiththe
Northmightdecidetoside withtheConfederacy,furthercomplicatinganypost -war
settlement.Thethirdwasthatiftheeconomichardshipssufferedbytheworkersinthe
textileindustry(particularlyinLancashire)worsened,andtheworkersbegantostage
massiveprotestsagains tthegovernment,Britishinterventionwouldbeperceivedin
Americaasaresultofself -interest,nothumanitarianconcern. 96
IfanyplanforBritishinterventionintheCivilWarwastobecarriedout,itwould
needtohavethesupportofPalmerston.H ewasattheheighthispowerin1862.Neither
Parliamentnorthecabinetwouldlikelybeabletoforcehimintoamajorpolicychangeif
hewerenotsoinclined.UnlikeGladstone,theprimeministerbelievedthataseparated,
weakened,UnitedStatesmig htfavorBritishinterests.Aweakenedpoweronthe
AmericancontinentcouldonlyservetostrengthenBritain’sglobalpower.Hefavoredan
endtotheCivilWarforeconomicreasonsaswell.Anardentsupporteroffree -trade,he
desiredtheendoftheb lockadeaswellastheMorrillTariff,whichthreatenedBritish
commerce.TheMorrillTariffwaspassedduringthefinaldaysoftheBuchanan
96Krein,69.GladstonewrotePalmerstonthat“wemightthenseemtobeinterfering,wi thlossof
dignityonthegroundsofourimmediateinterests,andratherintheattitudeofpartiesthanasrepresenting
thegeneralinterestsofhumanityandpeace.”Thirtyyearslaterheremainedadamantthathissupportfor
interventionwas“anactof friendlinesstoallAmerica.”Jones,149.
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administrationinMarchof1861.Itdoubledthegenerallevelofdutiesonimportsfrom
GreatBritain,andmarke dthere -establishmentofapolicyofprotectionismratherthan
freetrade. 97Palmerstonwasneveraversetointerventiononideologicalgrounds,but
wasdeterminedtowaituntilthetimingwasright.ForasmuchasPalmerstonfavoreda
break-upoftheU nitedStates,hewasprofoundlyagainstgoingtowarwiththeNorthto
achievesuchanend.Therefore,hewouldnotfavorinterventionuntilconditionswere
suchthattheNorthmightbeeitherin clinedorforcedto acceptEuropeaninterference.
Hedidno tconsiderthetimingproperwhenLindsayproposedhisbillinParliament,but
bylateJulyheappearedtohavechangedhismind.Thecauseofthisshiftwasmost
likelythenewsthatUnionGeneralGeorgeMcClellanhadabandonedhisattemptto
captureRic hmond,thecapitolcityoftheConfederacy,followingtheBattlesoftheSeven
Days.McClellanhadbegunhiscampaigntocaptureRichmondinAprilwithhighhopes,
butitnowappearedthattheNorthwasutterlyunabletoconquertheSouth.To
Palmerston’sthinking,thetimemightbeapproachinginwhichEuropeanintervention
couldbesuccessful.GladstonewrotehiswifethatPalmerstonhad“comeexactlytomy
mindaboutsomeearlyrepresentationofafriendlykindtoAmerica,ifwecangetFrance
andRus siatojoin.” 98
Ofthethreemostpowerfulcabinetmembers,Russellwasthemostreluctantto
supportintervention.LikemanyEnglishmen,hebelievedthatapeacefulseparationof
theUnitedStateswouldhavebeenthebestsolutionforbothsectionsof thecountry.
97
Ferris,4.HistorianD.P.CrooknotesthatSouthernersoftenclaimedthatthepassageofthe
MorrillTariffwasacauseofsuccession.Thetariffonlypassed,however,becausetherepresentativesof
thecottoninterestshadalreadyleftCongress.TheMorrillTariffwasaresult,ratherthanacauseof
secession.Crook,21 -22.
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Oncethewarbegun,hestrivedtomaintainabsoluteneutralityintheAmericanconflict.
Bythesummerof1862,evenasGladstoneandPalmerstonhadcometoconsidersome
formofintervention,heremainedunconvincedthatthecourseofevent sabroaddictated
anyneedtoalterthecurrentgovernmentpolicy.InAugust,heresistedPalmerston’s
suggestionthatthetimemightbefastapproachingwhenthecabinetshoulddiscussthe
possibilityofintervention.CitingLincoln’srecentlyannounced requestformoretroops
hesaid,“IthinkwemustallowthePresidenttospendhissecondbatchof600,000men
beforewecanhopeheandhisDemocracywilllistentoreason.” 99Bymid -September,
theforeignsecretaryhadchangedhismind.Newsofanother majorUniondefeatatBull
Runwasprobablythedecidingfactor.AnothermilitarydisasterhadbefallentheNorth,
andmanyinBritainspeculatedthatWashingtonandevenBaltimoremightbevulnerable
toattack.RussellwasnowconvincedthatUnionvic torywasimpossible.Russellsenta
portraitofStonewallJackson,thegreatConfederategeneral,toPalmerston,andsaid,“It
reallylooksasifhemightendthewar.InOctoberthepearwillberipeforthe
cabinet.”100HeprivatelyaskedtheBritishmi nisterinParis,HenryCowley,toinquireas
towhattheFrenchthoughtofmakingajointproposalofarmistice.BothRusselland
PalmerstonthoughtthatifEuropecouldnotgettheNorthtoagreetoasettlementofthe
conflictbasedonseparation,itmi ghtbeappropriatetoofficiallyrecognizethe
Confederacyasanindependentnation.Bythefallof1862,thethreemostpowerful
cabinetmembers,Palmerston,Russell,andGladstonewereinagreementthatthetime
hadarrivedtodiscussEuropeanintervent ioninthewar.TheNorthappearedonthebrink
ofadiplomaticdisaster.
99CitedinKrein,66.
100CitedinKrein,67.
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Theforeignsecretary’sshifttowardssupportofEuropeaninterventionprovides
animportantinsightintothemotivationsofmanyinBritainandFrance.Themajorityof
Europeans believedthattheNorthcouldnotpossiblyconqueraresistantSouth.Many
wereconvincedofthisbeforethewarbegan;otherscametothisopinionasaresultofthe
SouthernvictoriesinVirginiain1861and1862.EventhosewhothoughttheNorth
mightbeabletodestroytheSouthernarmywereuncertainthatitcouldeversuppress
suchavastterritorydeterminedtofightreunification.Asthewarbecamebloodier
duringthesummerandfallof1862,moreindividualswhohadlittleornosympathyfor
theSouthadvocatedanendtothewaronhumanitariangrounds.InSeptember,the
LondonMorningHerald imploredthenationtoact:“Letusdosomething,asweare
Christianmen.”Theformtheactiontookmatteredlittle:“arbitration,intervention,
diplomaticaction,recognitionoftheSouth,remonstrancewiththeNorth,friendly
interferenceorforciblepressureofsomesort...,letusdosomethingtostopthis
carnage.”101TherewasadirectlinkbetweenabeliefintheinevitabilityofSouthern
victoryandadesiretoendthewar.HistorianSheldonVanaukenarguesthatGreat
BritaindidnotinterveneinthewarbecausetheywereconvincedthattheSouthwas
goingtowin.Britaindidnotneedtoriskbecomingembroiledinaconflictwiththe
North,b ecausetheseparationofthetwosections,whichtheystronglyfavored,appeared
tobecertain.Vanauken’sargumentisentirelywrong.Itwasfortheveryreasonthatthe
SouthcouldnotbeconqueredthatmanyBritonsdecidedthattheyshouldintervenet o
endthewar.Theprolongationofthewarmerelyservedtodosignificantdamagetoboth
sectionsofthecountry,andcontinuedhostilitieswouldfurtherthreatentheBritish
economy.ItwashopedthateventsathomeorEuropeanpressure,ifneeded,wou ld
101CitedinJones,162.
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convincetheNorththatacontinuanceofthewarwassimplysuicidal.Thedesirefor
Britishinterventionwasoftenmotivatedbyhumanitarianconcernsasmuchasitwasby
economicsandgeopolitics.
FRANCEANDRUSSIA
Oneoftheprimaryreasonswhyth eplansforEurop eaninterventionfailedin
1862wastheinabilityofGreatBritainandFrancetoagreetoajointplanforactionand
theinabilityofeitherpowertoconvinceRussiatotakepartinajointventure.Franceand
GreatBritainwerecommitte dtoreachingajointagreementonintervention.Napoleon
IIIofFrance,whodidnothidehissympathiesfortheSouth,waspreparedtointervenein
Aprilof1862.Thatmonth,EdouardThouvenelexplainedtotheAmericanministerin
Brussels,HenrySanfor d,that“wearenearlyoutofcotton,andcottonwemusthave,”
andthatFrance“wasgoingtohavecottonevenifwearecompelledtodosomething
ourselvestoobtainit.” 102Atthattime,however,therewaslittleclamorforsuchamove
withintheBritish government.AgaininearlySeptember,Napoleontoldaguestfrom
GreatBritainthat“hewasquitereadytorecognizetheSouth,”buthecouldnotdoso
“unlessPalmerstondid.” 103UnbeknownsttotheFrenchemperor,Palmerstonwasnowin
favorofsomesort ofjointaction,buthewouldnotdosounlessRussellagreed.Russell
wasoffwiththeQueeninEuropeatthetime,andhadyettomakeuphismind.Bymid -
September,however,RussellandPalmerstonwereinagreementonageneralplanfor
102Citedin Jones,156.
103CitedinKrein,66.
55
mediation.A cabinetmeetingwastentativelyscheduledforlateOctober.Allthat
seemednecessarywasFrenchapproval.
Amazingly,theFrench nowexpressedreluctance.Thou venelwasinclinedto
waitfortheresultsoftheNovemberelectionsintheNorth.Ifthepe aceDemocratswere
towinalargenumberofraces,thentheymightforcethegovernmentinWashingtonto
considerendingthewar.ThissuddenFrenchreluctancewasduetoacrisiswithinthe
cabinet.Thou venelwasincreasinglyatoddswithNapoleonandh iswifeEugeniaover
theemperor’sItalianandAmericanpolicies.Believinghimselftobeonthewayout,
Thouvenelpreferredtostickbywhathethoughtwasthebestcourse:areluctancetorush
intocomplicatedforeignaffairs.Foralmostamonth,unt iltheforeignministerwas
replacedbyDrouynd’Lhuys,afavoriteoftheemperor’swife,Francewasgenerally
unresponsivetoBritishappealsforjointintervention. 104AttheheightofBritishsupport
forintervention,theFrenchhadchangedcoursedueto aninternalcrisis.Themost
opportunetimeforanagreementbetweenthetwonationswaswasted.Bythetimethe
Frenchwerereadytoproposetheirownplanofintervention,theBritishgovernmenthad
becomeseriouslydividedoverAmericanpolicy.
BecauseofitscloserelationshipwiththeUnitedStates,Russiaplayedacrucial
roleintheinterventionistnegotiationsoflate1862.PalmerstonandRussellwerekeenly
awarethattheUnitedStateswouldnotbereceptivetoanofferofmediationbyBrita in
alone.Russiancooperationinanycourseofactionwasimportantfortworeasons.First,
someBritishandFrenchofficialsbelievedthatifseveralotherEuropeanpowerswere
includedinsuchanagreement,thepressureupontheUnitedStatestoaccept mediationor
anarmisticewouldbegreater.TheUnitedStateswouldbeunlikelytoriskwarwiththe
104Crook,233.andKrein,67.
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greatpowersofEurope,asopposedtosimplyGreatBritain.Britishofficialsdiscussed
thepossibilityofincludingRussia,Austria,andPrussiainaE uropeanalliancetoendthe
war.Second,Russia’sgreatestassetforanalliancewasitsknownpositiverelationswith
theUnitedStates.ItwasnosecretthatRussiawassympatheticwiththeNorthduringthe
CivilWar.IfRussiawerepartoftheinterv eninggroup,theNorthmightbemore
inclinedtoacceptmediationthanifBritainandFranceweretheonlynationsoffering
theirassistance.Russiansupportcouldmeanthedifferencebetweenapeaceful
resolutionoftheconflict,orcontinuedwarfare.T heproblemfortheBritishwasthat
RussiahadnointentionsoftakingpartinanyventureagainsttheNorth.Fornomatter
whattheEuropeaninterventionistsmightclaim,mediationwasin,pointoffact,abreak
withstrictneutrality;itfavoredtheSou th.Russellmightbeabletoseeinterventionand
recognitionastwodifferentissues,butSewardandtheNortherngovernmentcertainly
didnot.Russiawastoremainonthesidelinesduringthewar.
THECABINETDEBATE
Thedebateoverintervent ionwithintheBritishcabinetweakenedtheagreement
betweenGladstone,Palmerston,andRussell,andslowedthepushforachangeinBritish
policytowardsthewar.Thefirstmemberofthecabinettocomeoutinoppositionto
Russell’sproposalformedia tionwasGeorgeGower,theEarlofGranville.Granville,the
LordPresident,wasaseniorWhig -LiberalStatesmanandanex -foreignminister.
Thoughhebelievedinterventionwascertain,hecautionedRussellagainstwhathe
considereda“decidedlyprematu re”move.GranvillequestionedwhetherEuropean
governments,whoknewlittleaboutAmericanpolitics,couldtrulyserveasmediators.
57
Furthermore,theNorthwouldbeunwillingtoacceptsuchameasureandmightgotowar
withBritain.Werethistohappe n,hewarned,Napoleonwouldhaveafreehandin
Europe.Hethoughtitmoresensibletosticktothecourseofneutralitywhichdespite
“thestrongsympathywiththeSouth,andthepassionatewishtohavecotton,hasmet
withsuchgeneralapprovalfromPa rliament,thepress,andpublic.” 105SecretaryofWar,
CornewallLewis,andHenryClinton,theDukeofNewcastle 106,soonjoinedGranvillein
objectingtotheproposedintervention.ThisoppositionandthefailureoftheSouthto
windecisivelyattheBattle of AntietamsentPalmerstonretreatingfromhisplanfor
mediation,toamorelukewarmconsiderationofanarmisticeproposal.AtAntietam,
ConfederategeneralRobertE.Leewasforcedtoretreatfromhisfirstadvanceinto
Northernterritory.Washingto nwassafefornow,andthecourseofthewarbecamemore
uncertain.Ithadbeenthebloodiestsingledayofthewar.Moreofapragmatistthan
Russell,Palmerstonwaswillingtowaitforamoredecidedturninthemilitarysituation
inAmerica.
Gladstonedealttheinterventionistcauseasignificantblowthroughanill -timed
publicaddress.Unawareofthegrowingdivisionwithinthecabinet,hemadeafamous
declarationatNewcastlewhich seemedto indicatethatrecognitionoftheSouthwas
imminent. “JeffersonDavisandotherleadersoftheSouthhavemadeanarmy,”
Gladstonepronounced.“Theyaremaking,itappears,anavy;andtheyhavemadewhat
ismorethaneither,theyhavemadeanation.” 107Thespeechcreatedabacklash.Those
whofavoredinte rventionthoughtitprematureandinconvenient,andthosewhoopposed
105CitedinCrook,225.
106Newcastlewasacabinetmemberfromthecolonialoffice.
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interventionrushedtocounterGladstone’sdeclaration.OnOctober13,Russell
circulatedamemorandumadvocatinganarmisticeandnegotiationsbyBritain,France,
andRussia.Lewisco unteredRussell’smemorandumandarguedthatthegovernment
shouldmaintainitscurrentpolicyofstrictneutrality.Hewarnedthatitwas“betterto
enduretheillswehave,thantoflytootherswhichweknownotof.” 108Therecent
announcementoftheEm ancipationProclamationindicatedtoLewisthattheNorthwas
“determinedtoresorttoeverymeansinitspowerforreducingtheSouthernrebellion.” 109
PalmerstonagreedwithLewis,andRusselldecidedtoputoffthescheduledcabinet
meeting.UnlikeLewi sandPalmerston,Russellthoughttheannouncementofthe
emancipationproclamationwasfurtherreasontotakeaction.Thoughnotanadvocateof
slavery,hebelievedthattheproclamationwasadesperatemovebyLincolntoresortto
servilewarinaneffo rttosubduetheSouth.Russell’shumanitarianconcernswere
piquedbytheprospectofbrutalconflict,inwhichslavestriedtokilltheirmasters.This
providedallthemorereasontoputanendtothehorriblecarnageofthewar.Overthe
followingw eeks,RussellandLewisproducedaseriesofpapersarguingthemeritsof
variousformsofintervention.
ThoughRusselladamantlyheldtohispositionthatBritainneededtotakeaction,
hewasunabletoeffectivelycounterLewis’schiefcriticisms:the likelihoodoftheNorth
refusinganyformofintervention,andthenearimpossibilityofcomingtoanagreement
whichbothSouthernersandNorthernerscouldapprove.Norcouldheeffectivelycounter
thesecretaryofwar’sconcernthatnocoalitionofEur opeanpowerscouldlastforlong
beforeitcollapsedbecauseofvaryingself -interests.Furthermore,weretheintervening
108CitedinKrein,71.
109CitedinKrein, 72.
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nationstocomeintoconflictwitheachother,thesecurityofEuropemightbeseriously
endangered.110ThecabinetmetonNovember11 and12todebateaFrenchproposalfor
ajointcallforaperiodofarmisticeinAmerica,tobefollowedbysomeformof
negotiation.Themajorityofthecabinetmemberswerenowagainstintervention.Few
thoughtthatBritishinterestswarrantedtheris kofwar.TheNorthwasunlikelytoaccept
anyEuropeanproposal,whichwouldforceBritainandFrancetotakethemoredramatic
stepofrecognition,orfeeblybackdownunderNorthernpressure.Thougheconomic
conditionswereworseningwithintheBritis htextileindustry,andtheblockadewas
hinderingBritishtrade,theconditionswerenotbadenoughtowarrantachangeinBritish
policy.OnlyRichardBethell 111,theLordChancellor,wasinfavorofRusselland
Gladstone’sproposaltojointheFrench.O verall,theBritishcabinetwasinclinedtowait
foramoredecidedturnofeventsinAmericabeforeconsideringintervention.The
greatestchanceforjointAnglo -Frenchinterventioninthewarhadpassed.
ThedebateoverEuropeaninterventionduringthe latesummerandautumnof
1862wasthemostseriousthreattoNortherndiplomacyduringtheCivilWarfora
numberofreasons.First,itmarkedtheonlytimewherePalmerston,Russell,and
Gladstone,thethreemostpowerfulfigureswithintheBritishcabi net,wereinfavorof
intervention.Thoughthatperiodofagreementwasrelativelyshort,itwasnevertheless
significant.ItdemonstratedthefirmdesireofmanyinBritaintoendtheCivilWar.The
motivesvariedfromeconomics,tosecurity,tohumani tarianconcerns,butthebeliefthat
itwasinBritain’sbestinteresttoresolvetheAmericanconflictwassincere.Thecentral
problemwasgettingboththeNorthandSouthtoacceptanendtothehostilities.Second,
110Crook,252.
111MorecommonlyreferredtoasLordWestbury.
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BritainandFrancewereneverclose rtoamutualagreementtoendthewar.Wereitnot
foracrisiswithintheFrenchcabinetattheverymomentwhentheBritishgovernment
seemedmostwillingtointervene,ajointagreementmightwellhavebeenreached.1862
wasayearinwhichbothBrit ainandFranceattimesfavoredrecognition.Theproblem
wasoneoftiming.Neithergovernmentcouldagreetoasinglepolicyatthesame
moment.Third,unliketheTrentAffair,Americandiplomacywasrelativelyhelpless.
SewardandAdamscouldthreate nthatseriousconsequencescouldresultifEurope
intervened;butultimately,itwasuptotheEuropeanpowerstodecideifthetimewas
rightforintervention.DuringtheTrentAffairitwaspossiblefortheAmerican
governmenttoputanendtothecris isbyapologizingandreleasingtheenvoys.During
theinterventionistcrisis,theycouldonlyhopethattheirthreatsofreprisalswouldbea
strongenoughdeterrent.TheNorthneverquiteunderstoodhowcloseEuropehadcome
tointervening.Theywere unawareofthenegotiationsbetweenFrance,Britain,and
RussiaduringOctoberandNovember.Moretelling,Adams,anextremelyskilled
diplomat,neverrealizedthatitwasRussell,notPalmerston,whohadmoststrongly
advocatedintervention.Severalyea rslater,hestillbelieveditwasRussellwhowasmost
responsiblefordefeatingtheFrenchproposalinNovember. 112Nevertheless,thethreatof
Europeaninterventionhadreacheditsapex.TheNorth’sgreatestdiplomaticchallengeof
thewarwasover.
112Jones,222.
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CHAPTER4
CANADA
FromtheoutsetoftheAmericanCivilWar,thedefenseofCanadawasof
particularconcernfortheBritish. 113SeparatedfromGreatBritainbytheAtlanticOcean
andsituatedtotheNorthof anincreasinglyexpansionistUnitedStates,Canadahadbeen
oneoftheweakerlinksoftheBritishEmpirefordecades.AnyBritishconsiderationof
113American-Canadianrelationswereuneasyformuchofthefirsthalfofthenineteenthcentury.
Boundarydisputeswerethemostfrequentsourceoftens ion.Disagreementsovertheboundarylineof
MaineandNewBrunswickledtothe“AristookWar”betweenAmericanandCanadiansettlersinthe
disputedterritory.TheCanadianrebellion,whichbeganin1837,threatenedtocompromiseAmerican
neutrality.B ritishtroopscrossedintoAmericanterritory,burnedthevessel Caroline,whichhadbeen
aidingtheCanadians,andkilledoneAmerican.ThegovernmentinWashingtondidnotreacttothis
provocationandcontinuedtoobservestrictneutralityuntilthere bellionended.Duringthe1840’s,the
majorborderdisputesbetweenCanadaandtheUnitedStateswereresolved.TheWebster -Ashburton
Treatyof1842fixedtheboundarybetweenMaineandNewBrunswick.In1846,BritainandtheUnited
Statescametoanagr eementontheentireAmerican -CanadianborderfromtheGreatLakestothePacific
Ocean.Allen,216 -217.Theonlyremainingborderdisputebetweenthetwonationsattheoutbreakofthe
CivilWarwasSanJuanIsland,theterminustothenorthwestboundar ywithCanada.Crook,35.
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enteringtheAmericanCivilWarinonemanneroranother(callingforanarmistice,
mediation,recognition oftheSouth,armedintervention,etc.)hadtoincludeadiscussion
oftheramificationssuchactionwouldhaveonBritain’sloneNorthAmerican
stronghold.CanadawouldinevitablybethesiteonwhichawarbetweentheUnited
StatesandGreatBritainwa sfought.ThedifficultyofdefendingCanadaservedasa
deterrentagainstpossibleBritishintervention.ItwasfareasierfortheBritish
Governmenttodevelopa“waitandsee”attitudetowardsactiveinvolvementwhenthe
prospectofacostlynavalor landwarwiththeUnitedStatesoverCanadaloomed.
IMMEDIATECONCERNS
Beforeanyfightinghadbegun,theAmericanCivilWarpresentedserious
concernsfortheBritishinNorthAmerica.Canadahadverypoordefenses.Mostofits
fortificationswerean tiquatedanddeteriorating,andithadonlyafewthousandBritish
regularstodefendamassivelandarea.Furthermore,theCanadianGovernmentwas
reluctanttosharetheexpenseofprovidingforitsdefense.Canadaspentonly1%ofits
entire1860budge tondefense. 114Threeoutcomesofashiftinthepowerstructurein
NorthAmericaasaresultoftheCivilWarseemedpossible.First,Canadamightbe
mademoresecurebythedivisionoftheUnitedStatesintotwoseparatecountries.
Second,aSouthernv ictorymightmakeCanadaaninvitingtargetforangryNortherners
desperatetomakeupforlostterritory.Third,aNorthernvictorymightfurtheralready
existingannexationistdesignsandleadtoanattackonCanadaasameansofbringing
114Warren,126.
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togetheradiv idedcountry. 115Whileeachscenarioseemedplausible,therewasno
consensuswithintheBritishgovernmentastowhetheranyofthesewasmorelikelyto
occur.Ultimately,remainingneutralandavoidinghostilitieswiththeNorthmightbethe
bestwayof avoidingaconflictoverCanada.Aprolongedcivilwar,however,which
wouldcreatemassivearmiesintheUnitedStates,wasdangeroustominimallydefended
Canada.
TheappointmentofWilliamSewardasSecretaryofStateconcernedBritonsand
Canadians alike.ItwaswidelyheldbeliefinGreatBritainthatSewardhadhiseyeson
Canadaandwouldneedonlyminimalpretexttoattemptanimperialisticseizure.Lord
LyonsfearedthataweakenedCanadawouldtemptSewardtoprovokeaquarrelwith
Britain.116 CriticsofSeward’sexpansionistbluster,likehistorianGordonH.Warren,
havelabeledhimlargelyresponsibleforcreatingsignificantdiplomatictensionbetween
thetwonationsduringthefirstyearofthewar.WarrenclaimsthatSeward,throughtwo
decadesofoftenimperialisticrhetorichadconvincedtheBritishthathewouldgotowar
overCanadainaheartbeat. 117ThisindictmentofSewardisunfair.Sewardwascertainly
notaloneinclaimingthatitwasonlyamatteroftimebeforetheentirecont inentofNorth
AmericawasunderAmericancontrol;thiswasafundamentaltenetofmanyAmericans
livinginthemid- nineteenthcenturywhobelievedinManifestDestiny.Ashistorian
NormanFerrispointsout,Sewardneveradvocatedforceorcoerciontoward sCanada,but
merelythoughtannexationwasahistoricalinevitability. 118RegardlessofSeward’s
115Crook,68.
116Ferris, DesperateDiplomacy ,17.
117Warren,p.52.
118Ferris, TheTrentAffair , 96.
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responsibilityinalarmingtheBritish,therewasgenuineconcerninEnglandthathe
wouldgotowarwithCanadaifgiventheopportunity.
EARLYTENSION
ThewarwasscarcelybegunbeforetensionsrosebetweenCanadaandtheUnited
States.TheNorthwasangeredbytherefusalofCanadianauthoritiestosellarmstothe
statesofOhio,Illinois,NewYork,andMassachusetts,whichallmaderequestsfollowing
Lincoln’scalltoarms. 119SewardprotestedtoLordLyons,theBritishministerin
Washington,buttonoavail;Britain,andconsequentlyCanada,wouldadheretoastrict
neutrality.ConcernedthatCanadamightfitoutprivateersfortheConfederacyorserve
asabaseforrebelraidsacrosstheborder,SewardgottheCabinettoappointGeorge
Ashmun,aMassachusettscongressman,asaspecialsecretagenttoCanada.Ashmun
wastoreportonCanadianpublicopinion,lobbyforpopularsupportoftheNorth,and
uncoverConfederateagents.WordofhismissionwasleakedtothepressandSeward
wasforcedtorescindtheappointment. 120Lyonsprotestedthatallofficial
communications with CanadianauthoritiesshouldbemadethroughtheBritish
ambassadorinWashingto n.121Thoughthiswasbynomeansamajorincident,itwasa
politicalsetbackanditheightenedBritishsuspicionsofSeward’smotives.
ThefirstseriousdisputebetweenCanadaandtheUnitedStatestookplaceinlate
AprilandearlyMayof1861.TheUnio ngovernmenthadreceivedinformationthat
119Crook,69.
120Warren,63.AshmunremainedinCanada,servingas aliasonbetweentheCanadian
governmentandtheLincolnadministration.
121Ferris, DesperateDiplomacy ,67.
65
Confederateshadpurchasedthesteamer Peerless andplannedtoconvertherintoa
privateer.The Peerless wastosaildowntheSt.LawrenceunderBritishpapersandbe
deliveredtoapiratecommanderontheopen seas.122Sewardissuedorderstostopand
searchthevessel,nomatterwhatflagshewaswavingorwhatpapersshehad,if“you
havereliableinformationthatthe Peerless hasbeensoldorcontractedfor,andhasbeen
delivered,oristobedeliveredtothe insurgentstobeusedagainsttheUnitedStates.” 123
LordLyonsvehementlyprotestedwhatheconsideredaviolationofneutralrights.
SewarddidnotbackdownandurgedtheCanadiangovernmenttoseizethevessel.This
precariousdiplomaticdisputeende dwithoutconflict.TheUnionNavydidnotinterfere
with the Peerless andsubsequentintelligencerevealedthatNorthernagentshadinfact
purchasedthevessel.ItappearsthatSouthernersprobablytriedtopurchasethevessel,
butwereunabletocome upwiththefinances. 124Theincidentdiddemonstratethe
potentialforfutureconflictsoverneutralmaritimerights.Sewardmaynothaverealized
howseriouslyBritainwouldtakeaperceivedviolationoftheserights.
THETRENTAFFAIR
TheTrentAffairp rovidedthegreatesttensionbetweentheNorthandBritish
CanadaduringtheCivilWar.AsneithertheAmericansnorBritishwereinitiallywilling
tomakeconcessionsinthemaritimedispute,warseemedimminent.Instantly,theBritish
rushedtodefend Canada,whichwouldbeattackedifhostilitiesbetweenthetwosides
122Crook,69.
123Citedin:HelenG.McDonald, CanadianPublicOpinionontheCivilWar  (NewYork:
OctagonBooks,1974),1 62.
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brokeout.ReinforcingCanada,adifficulttaskunderidealconditionswasmadeallthe
moredifficultbythefactthatthisconflicttookplaceatthestartofwinter.Itwasfar
more difficultfortheBritishtopreparealanddefenseduringthisseason.Fromthevery
beginningoftheCivilWar,LordPalmerstonlobbiedfor10,000troopstobesentto
CanadaforsecurityreasonsbeforetheSt.LawrenceRiverfroze.Thisplanwasrejec ted
byParliament. 125WithwaragainsttheNorthlooming,thesituationbecamedesperate.
Ayearlater, TheLondonTimes rananarticlethatdescribedthepaltryforcethatexisted
inCanada:“Insimpletruth,thegarrisonbeforeChristmasonlyamountedt oonefield
battery,twobatteriesofgarrisonartillery,sixofficersofengineers,fourregimentsof
infantry.Anarmyhospitalcorpsof12men,acommissariatstaffofonerankandfile(!)
andtheRoyalCanadianRifles,1050strong.” 126TheNorthhadt heonlymodernwarship
ontheGreatLakes,andcontrolofthelakescouldnotbechallengeduntilthespring.The
BritishWarDepartmentdecidedtosend10,000troopstoCanadaimmediately.The
problemtheyfacedwashowtoplacetroopswheretheycould beofuse .IftheSt.
Lawrenceprovedunnavigable ,themostpracticalmeansoftransportingtroopsfromNew
BrunswicktoQuebecwasbyrailalonganunfortifiedroadthatfor100milesran
dangerouslyclosetotheUnitedStates. 127Transportingtroopsalon gthislinemightcause
greatalarmintheNorthandwouldbeimpossibletodefendoncewarbrokeout.TheWar
Officegambled,andattemptedtosendallofthesoldiersuptheSt.Lawrenceb eforeit
froze.Theplan failed,andthemilitaryleadershipand itsheadquartersdidnotarrive
125Ibid.,140.
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untilJanuary,aftertheTrentAffairhadbeensettleddiplomatically. 128Hadawarbroken
outintheinterim,theresultscouldhavebeendisastrousfortheBritish.
ThedifficultyofpreventinganinvasionofCanadabyth eNorthledmostinthe
Britishgovernmenttoemphasizethenavyasthekeytowinningapotentialwar.As
historianD.P.Crooksuggests,theBritishmayhavebeenultimatelywillingtotoleratethe
lossofCanada,relyinguponamassivenavaloffensivet owinthewar. 129Secretaryof
WarCornewallLewisandFirstLordoftheAdmiraltyEdwardSomersetdevelopedplans
toblockadethemajorEasternseaports.InDecember,SomersetstrengthenedAdmiral
AlexanderMilne’sfleetinBermudabysendingvesselsfrom otherstationsaroundthe
worldtohisBermudafleet. 130Hostilitiesended,buttheincreasedBritishpresencein
NorthAmericademonstratedtotheNortherngovernmentthatBritainwasnotinclinedto
stayoutofAmericanaffairsifitsnationalinterests wereatstake.
TheBritishgovernmentrememberedthedifficultyofreinforcingCanadaduring
theTrentAffair.Duringthelatterhalfof1862,inwhichtheprospectofsomeformof
BritishinterventionintheCivilWarwasatitshighest,theBritishha dtoconsiderthe
difficultyindefendingCanada,shouldawarhavebrokenout.Noonewantedtorepeat
thepreviousyear’sfollyoftryingtoreinforceCanadaduringthewinter.Itwouldbefar
lessdifficulttowagewarinthespringof1863,whichwou ldallowforbetter
communicationandeasiertransport. 131IftheBritishgovernmentwasuncertainaboutthe
128Ibid.,143.
129Ibid.,145.
130Warren,136.
131Crook,226.
68
meritsof intervention,thenitbecame easiertowaitforadecisiveturnofeventsinthe
comingmonths,thanriskhavingtoreinforceCanadadurin gthewinter.
LATEWARCONFLICTS
ThoughthetimeofgreatestconflictbetweenCanadaandtheUnitedStateshad
passed,Anglo -Canadianrelationswerestilltested.Lateinthewar,bandsof
ConfederatesandtheirsympathizerslaunchedminorraidsonU.S. territoryfromCanada
inanattempttocreateawarbetweentheNorthandGreatBritain.InDecemberof1863 ,
asmallgroupofprimarilyBritishcitizenswhosympathizedwiththeSouth ,capturedthe
American-ownedcoastingsteamer Chesepeakeonthehigh seas.Runningshortoncoal,
theshipwascorneredinSambroharbor,NovaScotia,byaUnionwarship.TheUnion
shipseizedthe ChesepeakeandcapturedaNovaScotianraider,JohnWade.The
ChesepeakeandWadewerehandedovertocolonialauthorities,w ithfiveUnion
gunboatspoisedforactionintheharbor. 132Nobattletookplace,butNorthernangerover
thefailuretopreventtheraid,andBritishangeroverthe“violation”ofCanadianwaters
madeitadelicatediplomaticsituation.
By1864,theConf ederacyhadonlyonerealhopeof Britishintervention
remaining:aseriousinternationalincidentbetweenBritainandtheUnion.The
possibilityexistedforsuchanincidentinCanada.IfconflictsalongtheCanadianborder
couldbeincited,thentheN orthmightbeprovokedintoamajorconflictwithCanada.
TheSt.AlbansraidofOctober19,1864wasthemostdramaticofseveralincursions
madeintoAmericanterritoryduringthelastyearsofthewarbyConfederate
132Ibid.,346 -47.
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sympathizers.Theraidcreateda borderpanic.TwentyKentuckians,ledbya
commissionedofficer,attemptedtoseizethetownofSt.Albans,Vermont,inthenameof
theConfederacy.Theraidersrobbedthreebanksandtriedtosetfiretothetown.A
Vermontpossepursuedtheraidersin toCanadianterritoryandhandedthemoverto
Canadianauthority.TheNorthdispatchedtroopstotheborderandtensionsmounted. 133
Overthenextseveralmonthsofdiplomaticnegotiations,aseriesofagreementswere
reachedthathelpedquellthetense situationandconflictwasonceagainavoided.TheSt.
AlbansraidwasthekindofincidentthatWashingtonhadfearedwouldoccurfromthe
beginningofthewar.ConfederatetroopsortheirsympathizersmightuseneutralBritish
Canadaasastagingground forattacksagainstAmericaninterestsalongtheborder.The
lastthingthatWashingtonwantedwasforamajorAnglo -Americancrisistoarise
becauseofincidentsalongtheCanadianborder.Nosucheventeverseriouslythreatened
abreachinAnglo -Americanrelations.American -Canadianrelationswerecontentious
throughoutthewar,butwereneversopoorastothreatenamajorconflictbetweenGreat
BritainandtheUnitedStates
CanadawasadecisivefactorintheBritishdecisionnottointerveneint he
AmericanCivilWar.Anydirectinvolvementinthewarwouldhavesurelyledtowar
betweentheUnitedStatesandGreatBritain.Whilethiswouldhavebeenacrippling
blowtotheNorthernwareffort,GreatBritainstoodtoloseaswell.Canadacould notbe
adequatelydefendedwithoutasignificantcommitmentofBritishtroopsandresourcesto
preventitscapture.Evenifanavalwarpromisedahighpossibilityforsuccess,the
Britishgovernmenthadtoconsiderwhetheritwasworthacostlywarwhich mightbe
extremelyunpopularathome.AsmuchastheBritishgovernmentwantedtoseeanend
133Ibid., 350-51.
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totheAmericanCivilWar,itwasnotanxioustofightawartostopit.Thedifficultyin
reinforcingCanadaduringthewintermonthsdiscouragedimmediatecon flictsbetween
thetwonations,andincreasedthepossibilityofadiplomaticsolutiontotheTrentAffair
andareluctancetointerveneintheCivilWaruntiladecisiveshiftintheAmericanCivil
Warhadtakenplace.
CHAPTER5
MEXICO
Relativelyminoreventsthattakeplaceduringperiodsofextremetensionare
oftenblownoutofproportion,andthreatentoshatterdiplomaticrelationships.The Trent
Affair threatenedtoplungetheUnitedStatesintowarwithGreatBritainoverarelati vely
minornavaldisputeregardingdefinitionsofcontrabandandrightsofsearchandseizure
aboardneutralvessels.Thepopularcryforwarwasthunderousonbothsidesofthe
Atlantic,asnationalhonorwasdeemedmoreimportantthanavoidingarmedcon flict.
Remarkably,EuropeaninvolvementinMexico,whichposedadiplomaticthreattothe
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UnionsurpassedonlybythepossibilityofEuropeanrecognitionoftheConfederacyand
interventiontostopthewar,neverbroughttheFederalGovernmenttothebrin kofwar
withaEuropeanpower.Thepotentialforseriousconflictwasobvious.Frenchactivities
inMexicowereinclearviolationoftheMonroeDoctrine,themostfundamentalelement
oftheforeignpolicyoftheUnitedStatesintheWesternHemisphere. Atalmostany
otherperiodinAmericanhistory,suchablatantviolationwouldhaveledtowar.War
wasavoidedbecauseoftheskillfulmaneuveringsofWilliamH.Seward,andthe
undeniablefactthattheUnitedStateswasinnopositiontogotowarwit haEuropean
nationwhileitwasstillembroiledinadesperatedomesticconflict.
Napoleon’sMexicanadventurewasanattempttotakeadvantageoftheAmerican
conflicttoregainaFrenchfootholdintheNewWorldthatcouldprovideavaluable
marketan dplentifulresourcesaswellasalast -gaspattemptofthe ancienregime in
Europetore -establishapowerfulmonarchyintheAmericas,andstrikeablowat
republicanism.TheMexicanconflictstrainedthetenuousAnglo -Frenchallianceandwas
yetanothe rfactorthatBritainhadtoconsiderwhencontemplatinginterventioninthe
CivilWar.
WHYMEXICO?
ThoughMexicoultimatelyprovedtobeadisastroussetbacktotheregimeof
NapoleonIII,thepossibilitieswhichanempireinMexicoseemedtoprovidel uredthe
emperorintohisfatefuloverseasadventure.ThroughMexicohecouldre -establisha
FrenchfootholdinNorthAmericathathadallbutdisappearedfollowingtheLouisiana
Purchase.ThecontinentwouldonceagainbeopenedtotheFrenchasamajor market
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andresourceproviderthatwouldalterthebalanceoftradeintheAmericas.Particularly
attractivewerethefabledSonoragoldminesinNorthernMexico.Mexicocouldserveas
thecenterofaCatholic,Latin -culturedempirerivalingitsAnglo -Saxonneighborstothe
North.134Francecouldonceagainhaveanempirethatwascommensuratewithitsglory.
TheventurewaslargelytheideaofNapoleon'swife,Eugenie,forwhomtheideaofthe
extensionofEuropeanmonarchytotheNewWorldwasanobsess ion.Republicanism,
whoseliberalidealssparkedthedramaticrevolutionsof1848,mightbecontainedbythe
establishmentofapowerfulmonarchyontheSouthernborderoftheUnitedStates.
Mexicowouldprovideameansofcombatingtheexpansionisttende ncyoftheUnited
StatesaswellasthechancetostrikeapowerfulblowagainsttheMonroeDoctrine. 135
NapoleonIIIthoughtthathecouldgetanempirecheaply,andherushedtotake
advantageoftheCivilWar ,whichrequiredalloftheUnitedStates’at tention.
TheNorthernblockademadetheprospectofpoliticalcontrolinMexicomoreattractive.
FromitsfootholdinMexico,FrancemightbeabletogainaccesstotheSoutherngoodsit
sobadlydesired.
FranzJosefI,ruleroftheAustrianmonarchy, thoughfarmorecautiousthan
NapoleonIII,hadhisownreasonsforgoingalongwiththeFrenchemperor’sscheme.
Thoughhewouldnotactivelycontributetothemilitaryventure,hecouldnotpassupthe
opportunitytohavehisbrotherMaximiliancrowned asemperorofMexico.The
HapsburgfamilyhadonceruledMexicowhenitwasunderSpanishcontrol,andthe
134Crook,p.90.
135ManyinEuropefearedthepotentialofagrowingAmericanEmpire.DeTocquevillehad
predictedthatRussiaandtheUnitedStateswouldeventuallybetheworld’sgreatestpowers.AsTurkey
wasusedasabufferagainst Russia,MexicomightbeusedlikewiseagainsttheUnitedStates.Crook,91.
NapoleonIIIaccusedBritainandtheUnitedStatesoftryingtomonopolizeworldmarkets.TheFrench
detestedtheMonroeDoctrine,whichlimitedtheirinfluenceintheAmericas .Crook,90.
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chancetoonceagainruleamajorportionoftheNewWorldwastoogoodtodecline.
FranzJosefwasachampionofmonarchyandviolentlydetested republicanisminallits
forms.TheopportunityhadnowarisentospreadthemonarchicalsystemtoNorth
America.Almostasimportantly,fromFranzJosef’sperspective,theMexicanventure
providedameansofremovingMaximilianfromEurope,wherehewas morepopularthan
hisolderbrotherbecauseofhismoreliberalviewsanddynamicpersonality.FranzJosef
wasquitewillingtoseehisbrother,apotentiallydangerousdomesticpoliticalforce,
departforMexico.Maximilianhimselfwasonlytoohappyt ogetawayfromFranzJosef
andtheofferofemperorshipalongwiththepledgedsupportofFranceandseveralother
Europeanpowerswastooinvitingtorefuse.HetoodreamedofaHapsburgempireof
theAmericas.BeforeheleftforMexico,hegotpermiss ionfromtheAustrian
governmenttoaskhisyoungestbrotherLudvigVictortomarrythedaughteroftheKing
ofBrazil,DomPedroII. 136 Wisely,LudvigVictordeclined.Heenjoyedcourtlifein
Europetoomuchtoleave,butMaximilianwasextremelyupseta thisrefusal.
MaximilianhaddreamedofanempirewhichwouldstretchfromMexicotoBrazil.
SANDOMINGO
ThefirstchallengetotheMonroeDoctrineontheeveoftheAmericanCivilWar
camenotfromtheFrench,butfromtheSpanish.Foralmostadecad e,bothFranceand
SpaincontemplatedannexationoftheeasternhalfoftheislandofHispaniolaasapartof
renewedimperialambitionsintheWesternHemisphere.Spainwasexperiencinga
136A.R.Tyrner -Tyrnauer. LincolnandtheEmperors  (London,U.K.:RupertHart -Davis,1962),
97-98.
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nationalisticrevivalandwaseagertoreclaimformerterritory. 137 Theopportunitytodo
socameasaresultofthedisunionoftheUnitedStates.BothFranceandSpainhadfor
sometimeconsideredapossibletakeoverofSanDomingo.Thetwonationsreachedan
unofficialagreementwherebyFrancewouldrespectSpanishc laimsintheislandnationin
returnforafreehandinMexico.TheSpanishwereanxioustomovequickly,warythat
theConfederacymighttrytoobtainterritoryintheregion. 138OnMarch18,thepresident
ofSanDomingoformallyannouncedthathisnation onceagainsoughttoberuledfrom
Madrid.TheBritish,havingbeenassuredbytheSpanishthattheywouldnotre -
introduceslaverytotheisland,decidednottointerfere,butwarnedthemofthedangers
ofangeringtheUnitedStates,evenunderthepres entcircumstances. 139
TheFederalgovernmentfacedaseriousdilemma:whethertothreatenwaragainst
theSpanish,orconcernthemselveswithdomestictroublesanddealwithinternational
oneslater.Seward,apassionateUnionist,stillheldouthopefor peacefullyunitingthe
twosidesandavoidingwar.Asonemeansofdoingso,heproposedawaragainsta
Europeanpower. 140Secessionistswouldrallyaroundtheflagindefenseofnational
honorandtheMonroeDoctrine,hehoped.Historiansdisagreeont heearn estnessof
137Crook,53.
138Ibid.,54.
139Ibid.,54.
140Sewardsubmittedadraftproposalforanaggressiveforeignpolicy toLincolnonApril1,1861.
Inthedraft,hesuggesteddemandingexplanationsfromFranceandSpain,aswellasBritainandRussia.
HethoughtitagoodideatosendagentsintoCanada,Mexico,andCentralAmerica“toraiseavigorous
continental spiritofindependenceonthiscontinentagainstEuropeanintervention.If“satisfactory
explanations”werenotreceivedfromFranceandSpain,Sewardadvisedthat“wewouldconveneCongress
anddeclarewaragainstthem.”CitedinLynnM.CaseandWarrenF.Sp encer, TheUnitedStatesand
France:CivilWarDiplomacy   (Philadelphia,PA:UniversityofPennsylvaniaPress,1970),34.
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Seward’sproposalaswellasitslogi c.141Itisnotimpossible,however,tounderstand
whySewardwouldexploresuchanoption.HisproposalwasmadebeforeFortSumterin
alastditchattempttounifythenation.TheUnitedStateshad reasontogotowar,
accordingtooneofitsmustpowerfultenetsofforeignpolicy(Europeannon -intervention
inthehemisphere)andtherewasageneralincreaseintheEuropeannavalpresencenear
theUnitedStatesinthemonthsleadinguptotheCivilW ar.ItappearedthatEuropean
powersmayhavebeenpreparingtoreclaiminfluenceintheAmericas.Intheend,
WashingtonprotestedtheannexationofSanDomingo,butcoulddolittletostopit. 142
DiplomaticrelationswithSpainweremaintained,astheU niongovernmentdecidedto
putoffactionuntilaftertherebellionhadbeenquelled.
TRIPARTITEAGREEMENT
NapoleonhadhiseyesonMexico,andMexicanémigrésweretellinghimthatthe
peoplewouldembracetheFrenchArmy.Mexicohadbeeninpolitic alchaosforyears,
andthelatestruler,BenitoJuárez,whosegovernmentwasrepublicanandanti -clericalas
wellasanti -foreign,wasopposedbythechurch,conservatives,andindependent
warlords.Furthermore,someMexicansbelievedthatonlythecontr oloftheirnationbya
141HowardJonescallstheproposal“outlandish”and“ill -advised”,butbelievesthatSewardwas
serious.Jones,15.Casean dSpenceragreewiththisappraisal.TheycreditLincolnfornottaking
Seward’sproposalas“anAprilFoolsJoke.”CaseandSpencer,34.D.P.Crookdoesnotthinkthat
Seward’sproposalwasillogical.HepointstothegrowingevidencethatWashington wasreceiving,which
suggestedthatseveralEuropeannationswereconsideringmakingland -grabsintheAmericas.Crookisnot
convinced,however,thatSewardwasstronglyconsideringawarwithaEuropeanpower.Hesuggeststhat
itmighthavebeenmore ofapoliticalmove,intendedto“stampedeaworriedLincoln.”Crook,58 -60.
NormanFerrisbelievesthatSeward’sproposalwasearnest,aresponseto“whatseemedtobeadesperate
situation.”SewardwasattemptingtoforceEuropetobackoffitsinterv entionistplans.Ultimately,the
SecretaryofState’sthreatswere“pleasforrestraint”anda“visiontopreserveworldpeace.”Ferris,
DesperateDiplomacy ,10 -15.
142Crook,62.
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majorEuropeanpowercouldsaveMexicofromAmericanaggression.WhenJuárez
confiscatedchurchlandshealarmedFrenchandBritishinvestorswhofearedthattheir
interestswouldbeseizedaswell.TheMexicanCongresssuspended interestpayments
onthenation’sinternationaldebtinJuly.Immediately,theFrenchandBritishbrokeoff
tieswiththeMexicangovernment.TheFrenchproposedapunitivemilitaryoccupation
ofMexicanportsuntilreparationswerepaid,andBritainand Spainagreedtojointhe
venturebysigningtheTripartiteTreatyofLondoninOctoberof1861. 143Theagreement
stipulatedthatnocountrycouldacquireterritorialadvantagebyforcefulinterventionin
Mexico’sinternalaffairsandprohibitedtheuseof forcetopreventMexicansfromfreely
choosingtheirownformofgovernment.Napoleonhadnoplantofaithfullyliveupto
theseterms,butsignedonnonetheless.
TheBritish,stillconcernedaboutAmericanreactiontothisEuropean
intervention,wan tedtheUnitedStatestobeinvolvedinthisventure.LordJohnRussell,
Britishforeignsecretary,explainedthatdespiteBritain’soppositiontotheMonroe
Doctrine,itwouldbewisetoavoidprovokingAmericanill -will“unlesssomeparamount
objectwer einprospect,andtolerablyeasyofattainment.” 144Sewarddeclinedtheoffer,
butessentiallyacceptedtherightofthethreepowerstocoerceMexicointoobservingits
internationalobligations.Atthesametime,however,SewardmadeitclearthatMexic o
wasnottobeinterferedwithpolitically.Inreality,theUnitedStatescoulddolittleto
forestallintervention.Thesecretaryofstatehadhisownplanforgettingaround
Europeaninterference.HeproposedthattheUnitedStatesassumeMexico’sfo reign
143Ibid.,92.
144Ibid.,93.
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debtsforfiveyears,withsecuritybeingpledgedbypubliclandsandmineralrightsin
NorthwesternMexico. 145TheBritishwereparticularlyconcernedaboutthisproposal.
LordPalmerstonremarkedthat“amortgageofMexicototheUnitedStates…woul d
certainlyleadtoforeclosing.” 146TheproposaldiedintheSenate,andSewardanxiously
watchedastheEuropeansarrived.UnabletopreventforeignincursionintoMexicoby
force,Sewardhadnonethelesspursuedpragmaticapproachestoresolvetheconfli ct.
Theseapproacheswereultimatelyunsuccessful,buttheydemonstratedthesecretaryof
state’sskillasadiplomat.Hecouldutilizebothbombastandsubtlety.
FOREIGNINTERVENTION
TheSpanishwerethefirsttoarrive,landingatVeraCruzonDecemb er17.The
coalitionsoonbrokedownastheFrenchmarchedonthecapitolatMexicoCityinthe
spring.WaryofFrenchintent,theSpanishandBritishreachedseparatereparation
agreementswiththeJuárezgovernmentinApril,andpreparedtowithdrawim mediately.
TheSpanishwereprobablycompelledtoabandonMexicobecauseofFrenchnon -
interferenceinSanDomingo.TheBritishhadmorecomplexmotives.Theydidnot
desiretoangertheUnitedStatesbygoingalongwithNapoleon’sschemewhichwasin
violationoftheTripartiteAgreement,andwereconvincedthattheFrenchweregetting
themselvesinvolvedinasituationwhichtheycouldnotcontrol.Thoughofficially
BritainwantedtomaintainstrongtieswithFranceaspartoftheirbalanceofpower
strategy,theycouldnothelpbutbeinterestedattheprospectoftheirlong -timerival
145Ibid.,93.
146Jones,p.76.
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becominghopelesslybogged -downinMexicanpolitics.Napoleon’sMexicanincursion
mighttakeupmuchofhisavailableresources,andweakenhisabilitytoactinEurop e.
InMarch,Sewardhadsentanoteofwarningtotheallies,whichservednoticethatwhile
theUnitedStateswaswillingtotemporarilyputupwiththeMexicanventure,itwould
notacceptonalong -termbasisanyforeignpoliticalinterferenceinMexi co.Seward
wrotethat“nomonarchicalgovernment,whichcouldbefoundedinMexico,inthe
presenceofforeignnaviesandarmiesinthewatersanduponthesoilofMexico,would
haveanyprospectofsecurityorpermanence.” 147
Forthetimebeing,theUnite dStateswaswillingtoacceptthefictionthatFrance
hadnorealterritorialinterestsinMexicoandwasengagedinmerelypoliceactions.
SewardwascontenttoallowsuchblatantEuropeaninterventioninMexicobecausehe
wantedtoavoidpushingFrance towardsanalliancewiththeConfederacy.Hewasable
towalkamiddlelinebyconsistentlyvoicingAmericangeneraldisapprovalofEuropean
meddlinginMexico,whichwas“injuriousandpracticallyhostiletothemostgeneral
systemofgovernmentonthe continentofAmerica” 148,withoutthreateningtotakeaction
onit.
OnJune10,1863,FrenchtroopsoccupiedMexicoCityandformedaprovisional
governmentthatwouldsupposedlyrepresentthewilloftheMexicanpeople.OnJuly11,
thenewregimevotedfo rmonarchyandofferedthecrowntoMaximilian.Thoughit
consideredthispoliticalprocessbogus,TheUnitedStatesshowedmarkedrestraint.
MaximilianandhiswifeCarlota,daughterofLeopoldIofBelgium,werecrownedon
147CitedinTyrner -Tyrnauer,48.
148Crook,262.
79
June12,1864.Sewardissued astatementwhichclaimed“thatthedestiniesofthe
Americancontinentarenottobepermanentlycontrolledbypoliticalarrangementsthat
canbemadeinthepoliticalcapitalsofEurope.” 149Theinstallationofamonarchin
Mexicopresentedthepossibili tyofaMexican -Confederatealliancethatcouldbeablow
totheUnion,andwouldthreatentobringFrancetothebrinkofwarwiththeUnited
States.
ThoughNapoleonIIIwastheleadingEuropeansupporterforrecognitionofthe
Confederacy,andMaximili anhadnowarmfeelingsfortheNorth,bothrulerschosenot
torecognizetheConfederacyforseveralreasons.NapoleonIIIwasunwillingtocommit
massiveamountsoftroopstoMexicoasitwas,andhadlittledesiretohavetosendstill
moretroopstof ightawarwiththeUnion.Also,theFrenchweresomewhatconcerned
aboutSoutherninterestsinMexico.TheConfederacywashometomanyofthemost
“hawkish”expansionistswhohadlobbiedinthepastforaNorthAmericanempirethat
wouldencompassthe entirecontinent.Richmond,likewise,wasconcernedthatthe
FrenchregimehadtheireyessetonTexas,andmightrequestitinreturnforsupportof
theConfederacy. 150TheseeminglynaturalMexican -ConfederateAlliancenever
materializedduetomutualdi strustandgrowingUnionstrength.
By1864,EuropeanswerenolongercertainthattheSouthwouldwinthewar.In
helpingtochangethisopinion,theUnionvictoriesatGettysburgandVicksburgwerenot
onlytremendousmilitarysuccesses,butdiplomatic victoriesaswell.Sewardwasableto
putgreaterdiplomaticpressureontheFrenchtoleaveMexico.Herefusedtorecognize
149Ibid.,354.
150Ibid.,345.
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thenewgovernment,andneitherconfirmednordeniedthattheUnitedStateswaswilling
togotowarwithFranceoverMexico.Ot herfactorswereinfluencingNapoleonto
abandonhisMexicanventure.ThewarwasextremelyunpopularinFrance.InJuneof
1863,republicansandanti -clericswhoopposedmonarchyinMexicowerevictoriousin
elections.151OneoftheprimaryreasonsforN apoleon’scompletesupportforMaximilian
asemperorofMexico,thehopeofgettingAustriatoabandonVenetiatotheItalians,
wentupinflames,asAustro -Frenchrelationsbrokedown.Napoleon’sMexicanventure
nolongerservedadiplomaticpurposeinE urope.InFebruaryof1864,theAustrians
alliedwithPrussiaandinvadedtheDanishprovincesofSchleswig -Holstein,alarmingall
ofEurope. 152
PlaguedbytheseconcernsandthefinancialdisasterofhisMexicanscheme,
Napoleonplannedhiswithdrawal. AttheconventionofMiramarin1864,which
outlinedFrance’ssupportfortheMexicanregime,Maximilianwasforcedtoaccept
FrenchevacuationfromMexicointhreeyears. 153Lateinthewar,FranceandMexico
refuseddesperatepleasbytheConfederategov ernmentforassistanceinexchangefor
recognitionoftheMexicangovernment.TheUnitedStates,onthevergeofwinningits
civilwar,remainedremarkablyalooffromaffairsinMexico ,despitetremendous
NorthernangeroverFrenchinterventioninMexico. Afterthewarended,theUnited
StatesturneditsattentiontoMexico,finallyforcingNapoleontocompletelygiveuphis
greatAmericanproject.HavingguaranteedperpetualFrenchsupportforMaximilian’s
151Ibid.,338.
152Ibid.,339.
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regimewhentheemperorwasplacedonthethron eofMexico,Napoleoncompletely
abandonedtheregime. 154ConvincedhehadtheloveoftheMexicanpeople,Maximilian
stayedon,despiteinternationaleffortstoencouragehimtoabdicate.TheMexican
peoplelovedhimsomuchthattheyexecutedhimonJune 19,1867.Mexicopractically
ruinedNapoleonIII,distractinghimfromEuropeanaffairsandseverelydraininghis
resources.ThegreatestbeneficiaryofthisdisasterwasPrussia,whichsoundlydefeateda
weakenedFrancein1870.
ADISASTERAVOIDED
EuropeaninterventioninSanDomingoandMexicohadthepotentialforutterly
destroyingtheUnion.AnarmedconflictwithEuropeovertheblatantviolationofthe
MonroeDoctrinewouldhavestruckacripplingblowtotheNorth’swareffortagainstthe
South.SewardwiselychosetoadoptabasicpolicyofAmericannon -interferencein
MexicountiltheCivilWarwasresolved.Atthesametime,heusedlanguagestrong
enoughtocautionEuropeastotherisksofusingthisinternalconflicttoreassert
EuropeanpowerintheNewWorld.Northerndiplomaticrestraintwasunaffectedby
tremendouspublicoutcryagainstNapoleon’sincursion.Thoughitwasvirtually
impotenttoforcefullypreventEuropeaninterventionintheAmericas,TheUnitedStates
hadonedistin ctadvantage.ManyEuropeanpowers,particularlytheBritishwerewary
ofprovokingthem.AreunitedAmericangovernmentmightseekreprisalagainst
meddlesomeEuropebyeitherattackingCanadaorMexico.Similarly,ifthecountry
weredivided,eitherh alfmightseektoenlargeitspowerandterritorythrough
expansionistconquest.Alsoofparticularimportancewasthehistoricaldisinterestwhich
154TheAustriansneverforgavehimforthis.
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theUnitedStatesshowedtowardEuropeanpolitics.Britishofficialscouldexpectafree
handinEuropeso longastheystayedoutoftheAmericansphereofinfluence.No
matterhowmuchtheBritishandotherEuropeanpowersdespisedtheMonroeDoctrine
orthe“mobdemocracy”oftheUnitedStates;theywantedtopreventthegrowingnation
frommeddlinginthe delicatebalanceofEuropeanpowerandpolitics.Asitturnedout,
Napoleon’sMexicanincursionneverthreatenedtoforceEuropetointerveneinthe
AmericanCivilWarasmuchasotherconflicts,liketheTrentAffairandtheIntervention
debatesof1862 .Itcertainlycouldhave,however.Theincursionwasablatantviolation
ofthestrongestdoctrineofAmericanforeignpolicyintheWesternHemisphere.It
wouldhavebeeneasyfortheNorthtoconcludethatFrancewaspreparedtoallyitself
withthe South.Seward’spragmaticforeignpolicywaslargelyresponsiblefor
preventingamassiveFranco -AmericanclashoverMexico.TheUnitedStateswisely
chosetofightonewaratatime.
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CHAPTER6
BRITAINREMAINSNEUTRAL
ThereisnoonespecificfactorthatcanexplainwhyGreatBritaindidnot
interveneintheAmericanCivilWar.Justasthemotivationsofthosewhofavored
interventionvaried,sodidtheargumentsusedindefenseofacontinu edcourseofstrict
neutrality.Whatcanbesaidisthatasignificantamountofindividualsinpositionsof
highauthoritywithintheBritishgovernmentfavoredinterventionatsomepointduring
thewar.Despitethispressure,whichwasparticularlyint enseduringtheTrentAffairand
inthelatesummerandearlyautumnof1862,Britainnevermadeadecisivemovetoward
intervention.Thebestexplanationforwhytheworld’sgreatestpowerremainedneutral
84
liesinthepotentialconsequencesthataprotra cted,difficultinvolvementinthewar
wouldhavewithrespecttoBritishinterestsinEuropeandtheWesternHemisphere.
BritishconcernsoverthebalanceofpowerinEuropeandNorthAmericaseverelylimited
itscourseofaction.Mostcentraltothese concernswasmaintainingafragilealliance
withFrance.Thealliancewasnotstrongenoughtoproduceajointagreementon
interventionbecauseneithernationtrustedtheother.FurtherhinderingBritishaction
wasareluctancetochallengeAmericannav alpracticesduringthewar,becauseofBritish
long-termnavalinterests.ConcernsaboutthesafetyofCanadasimilarlymilitated
againstadrasticshiftinwartimepolicy.Ofadditionalimportanceinthisequationwas
theroleplayedbyNortherndiplom acy,aswellasthecompletefailureofSouthern
diplomacy.Aboveall,however,wereBritish concerns aboutthebalanceofpowerin
EuropeandNorthAmerica.
THEANGLO -FRENCHALLIANCE
DuringtheCivilWar,theBritishandFrenchendeavoredtomaintaina joint
strategyofinvolvementintheconflict.Mostofficialsagreedthatanymovementtowards
interventionwasbestpursuedbybothpowersactinginconcertwitheachother.The
alliancewasbasedonnationalinterestsandmutualdistrust.NapoleonII Ineededto
maintaingoodrelationswiththeBritishgovernmentinorderthathisEuropeanintrigues
wouldnotthreatenawarwithBritain.TheBritishhopedtoconstraintheFrench
emperor’spotentiallydangerousEuropeaninterventionism.Bothnationsw erevery
concernedthatifoneofthembecameentanglementintheAmericansituation,theother
85
wouldbeabletooperatefreelyinEurope.PalmerstonvoicedhisconcernsaboutFrench
motivesinalettertoGladstonewrittenonAprilof1862.
Wehave ontheothersideoftheChannelapeoplewho,saywhattheymay,hate
usasanationfromthebottomoftheirhearts,andwouldmakeanysacrificeto
inflictadeephumiliationuponEngland.Itisnaturalthatthisshouldbe.They
are eminentlyvain,andtheirpassionisgloryinwar.TheycannotforgiveAboukir,
Trafalgar,thePeninsula,Waterloo,andSt.Helena.Increasedcommercial
intercoursemayaddtothelinksofmutualinterestbetweenusandthem;but
comme rcialinterestisalinkthatsnapsunderthepressureofnationalpassions. 155
Thiswasanallianceofmistrust.
ThealliancewastheresultofachangeinthebalanceofpowerinEuropethat
datedbacktothebeginningofthecentury.In1815atthe CongressofVienna,thefour
victorsoftheNapoleonicWars,Britain,Austria,Russia,andPrussia,agreedtomaintain
thebalanceofpowerinEurope.Thisfourpoweralliancebarelysurvivedtherevolutions
of1848,whichrockedmuchofEurope.Theoutb reakoftheCrimeanWarin1853
markedtheendofthisdecadesoldallianceasBritain,France,Sardinia,andTurkey,went
towarwithRussia.Inthefollowingyears,NapoleonIIIsoughttostrengthenhisties
withBritain.TheFrenchgovernmentpermitte dEnglishcitizenstoenterFrancewithout
passports.156ThetwonationssignedtheCobden -ChevalierTreatyinJanuary,1860.The
treatyimposedreciprocalreductionsinthetariffratesandallowedfreertradetoand
freedomofmovementbetweenthetwona tions.
Napoleon’salliancewithBritainwasnearlydestroyedbyhisinvolvementin
Italianaffairs.In1859,heandCamilloCavour,theprimeministerofSardinia,declared
waronAustria.Beforetotalvictorycouldbewon,NapoleonIIIabandonedhis Italian
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allyandreachedanarmisticeagreementwithAustria.Atthepeaceconferenceof
Villafranca,whichendedthewar,Napoleonachievedthefirststepinhisattemptto
redrawthemapofEurope.SardiniagainedtheformerAustriancontrolledterr itoryof
Lombardy.Forhisinvolvementinthewar,NapoleonacquiredtheprovincesofNiceand
Savoy.157Theemperor’sItalianexploitsconcernedBritishpolicy -makerswhothought
thatNapoleonwasade -stabilizingforceinEurope.“TheEmperorofFrance appearsto
befollowingasystemofunderminingallgovernmentswhichareintrouble,”Lord
RusselltoldQueenVictoria.“Hisagentsinflamediscontent,produceagitation;andthis
discontentandagitationareafterwardsusedaspretextsforinterference. ”158
TheannexationofNiceandSavoyfueledfearsinEnglandthattheItalian
campaignmightbeapreludetoaneventualattackonGreatBritain.Theemperorwasin
themidstofbuildingalargefleetofironcladsthatwerepotentiallyathreattoBrit ish
navalsupremacy.EvenifBritishofficialsdidnotthinkthatNapoleonIIIwasathreatto
Britainitself,theythoughtitwasevidentthattheemperorwasmorethanwillingtotake
advantageofeveryopportunitytoredrawthemapofEurope.“Noman seemstowatch
morekeenlyforaccidentsandtrustsmoretocombinationswhichmayspontaneously
arise”,wrotethe Times ofLondon. 159
Theneedtokeepacarefulwatchontheemperor’sEuropeanexploitstendedto
distractBritishofficialsfromthegrowin gsectionalcrisisintheUnitedStates.Britons
werenotunawareofthisnarrowframeofview.“MovementinItaly,awordspokenin
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Switzerland,asignofmutualconfidenceamongtheGermanPowers,orachangein
moodoftheFrenchnewspapers,excitesa ndoccupiesmoreattentioninEnglandthan
eventsofthegreatestmomentandindicationsofthedeepestsignificanceintheUnited
States,”lamentedThe EdinburghReview .160BritishdiplomacyduringtheCivilWarwas
dependentupontheeventswhichtranspir edinEurope.Thedesiretointervenetoputan
endtothewarhadtobecounterweighedagainstthefeasibilityoftakingdirectactionin
NorthAmericawhileconflictsaroseinEuropethatthreatenedthebalanceofpower.
Theallianceofmistrustim posedconstraintsonFranceandBritain’sAmerican
policy.TheFrenchdeclarationofneutralityandacceptanceoftheblockadewaslargely
duetotheneedtoactinaccordwithGreatBritain.NapoleonIIIhadconflicting
motivationswithregardtothedi ssolutionontheUnitedStates.Ononehand,astrong
AmericannavalpowercouldserveasabalanceagainstcompleteBritishsupremacyon
thehighseas.AslongastheyoungrepublichadnoEuropeanambitions,itwasa
potentialallyagainstBritain. 161O ntheotherhand,theFrenchemperorhadlittle
sympathyfortheNortherngovernmentanditsradicalrepublicanism,whosevery
examplewasathreattotherulingmonarchiesofEurope.Onceitseemedclearthatthe
UnitedStatescouldnotbepreservedwith outawarthatwouldthreatenFrench
commercialinterests,theemperoradoptedadecidedlypro -Southernpolicy.
Despitehisdesiretoendthewar,theemperorhadtoomanyEuropeanproblems
thatneededtoberesolvedbeforehecouldcontemplateintervent ioninthewar.His
ItalianadventurehadbeenresoundinglydecriedbytheothermajorEuropeanpowersand
160CitedinJenkins,78.
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hadcreatedsomeunintendedconsequences.TheunificationmovementinItalyhad
gainedmomentumasaresultoftheFranco -AustrianWar.NapoleonI II,thoughhoping
toendAustriancontroloverItaly,favoredaweakconfederationofstates,notaunified
nationaswasdeveloping.Asaresult,theemperorwasbusytryingtoreestablishthe
temporalpowerofthepopeoverRomeandthePapalStatesin ordertoblockthe
unificationofItaly.Furthermore,hewasnegotiatingwithAustriafortheindependence
ofVenice,whichtheemperorhadpromisedtheItalians. 162Theemperorhadgotten
himselfinvolvedinamess.NapoleonIII,unabletoriskbecoming embroiledinanother
crisiswithoutBritishsupport,followedtheleadofhiscross -channelneighborand
declaredneutralityonJune10,1861.Subsequently,heacceptedtheblockade.Thiswas
despitethefactthatNapoleonIIIprivatelyprotestedtheleg alityoftheblockade,andwas
extremelyconcernedthatitwouldcauseaneconomicdisasterinFrance.Francewas
moredependentonSoutherncottonthantheBritish.
TheBritishwerequiteconcernedwiththeemperor’smotivations.Opponentsof
Britishwa r-hawksduringtheTrentAffairmayhaveworriedthatFrancewouldwelcome
anAnglo -Americanwar.RumorsfloatedaroundEuropethatNapoleonIIIwoulduse
suchadistractiontomakefurthermovesinEurope.JohnBigelow,theAmericanconsul
inParis,wro teSewardthat“theideaisprevalentherethatawarbetweenEnglandand
AmericawouldoccupytheBritishnavytosuchanextentastoenableFrancetooccupy
theRhine,whichisthedreamofallimperialists.” 163SincetheNortheventuallybacked
downdur ingtheTrentAffair,thereisnowayofdeterminingwhatwouldhavebeenthe
BritishreactionhadWashingtonrefusedtoreleasetheprisoners.Itisnotunreasonable,
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however,toquestionwhetherconcernsinEuropemighthavepromptedtheBritishto
furtherpursueapeacefulresolutiontothecrisiswithAmericabeforegoingtowar.
DuringthemonthsfollowingtheTrentAffair,theemperorapproachedtheBritish
governmentaboutthepossibilityofinterveninginthewar,butEuropeanconcerns,not
thelea stofwhichwasawarinessoftheemperorhimself,promptedtheBritish
governmenttowaituntilthewarringpartiesweremorereceptivetoapeaceagreementof
somesort.
TheNorthsurviveditsmostominousthreatofEuropeaninterventionduringthe
CivilWarlargelybecauseofEuropeandistractions.Forabriefperiodoftimeinlate
1862,Palmerston,Russell,andGladstonewereunitedintheirbeliefthatthetimehad
comeforEuropetointerveneinthewar.UnexpectedFrenchreluctancestalledthe
interventionistmomentumlongenoughfortheopponentsofinterventionwithinthe
Britishcabinettomountacounter -offensive.Francefailedtoactbecauseitwasinthe
midstofagovernmentalcrisiscausedbyNapoleon’sforeignadventurism.Austriahad
refusedtogiveupVenetia,despiteNapoleon’spledgetobreakupthenewlyestablished
KingdomofItaly,intothePapalStates,Sicily,andPiedmont(Sardinia),aswellasan
offertoplacetheHapsburgprinceFerdinandMaximilianontheMexicanthrone. 164
MaximilianappearedonthevergeofabandoningtheentireMexicanproject,and
NapoleonhadalienatedhisCatholicandconservativesupporterswithinthegovernment
whofearedthathewasabouttoevacuateFrenchtroopsfromRomeinanattemptto
appeaset heItalians.InAugust,NapoleonhadmarchedFrenchtroopsintoRometo
preventthenationalistsunderGiuseppeGaribaldifromtakingcontrolofthecity.
164Crook,245.
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SouthernItalywasonthevergeofcivilwar. 165Theclericalandpro -Austrianfaction
withintheFr enchcourtwonout,andthepro -ItalianEdouardThouevenel,wasreplaced
asforeignministerbythepro -AustrianEdouardDrouyndeLhuys.Whilethiscrisiswas
goingon,theFrenchwerereluctanttoconsideraBritishproposalforintervention.
Napoleon,whohadmadeknownhisdesiretointerveneintheAmericanconflictfor
manymonths,losthisbestopportunityforBritishcooperation.ThecrisisinItalyhelped
topreventaEuropean -Americancrisis.
TheAnglo -Frenchalliance,themostseriousthreat toEuropeanneutralityinthe
CivilWarcameapartforgoodin1863.InFebruary,justasNapoleonwaswaitingfor
Washington’sresponsetohisofferofunilateralmediation,aninsurrectionbythePoles
againstRussiabrokeoutinWarsaw.Intheeyeso fEurope,theAmericanCivilWar
becamerelativelyinconsequential.Theinsurrectionthreatenedtoturnintoanallout
Europeanwar.NapoleonproposedajointAnglo -FrenchactionagainstPrussia,which
hadhelpedtoputdowntherebellionalongtheGerm anborder.BritainandAustria
refusedtojoinanyFrenchinterventionistscheme.EnglandfearedthatNapoleonwould
usethePolishcrisistoextendFrenchterritoryalongtheRhine. 166ThePolishcrisissplit
theAnglo -Frenchalliance,somethingthatAme ricandiplomatshadbeentryingtodo
fromthestartoftheCivilWar.CharlesFrancisAdamswelcomedthePolishcrisisasa
“favourableinterlude...neededtoprotectusfromthepossibilityofEuropean
intervention.”167Englandwasresignedtowaitun tiladramaticturnintheeventsofthe
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CivilWarbeforeconsideringanyinterventionistscheme.RussellwroteLyonsthatuntil
thetwosidesweresickoffightingeachother,“Iseenouseoftalkingofgoodoffices.” 168
AsiftherewasneedoffurtherE uropeandistractions,amajorcrisisbrokeoutayearlater
asPrussiaandAustriainvadedthedisputedterritoriesofSchleswig -Holstein,claimedby
boththeDanesandPrussians.AnothermajorEuropeanwarseemedpossible.
FortunatelyfortheNorthern cause,EuropeanpoliciesintheCivilWarwerenotformed
inavacuum.BritainandFrance’sAmericanpolicywasinextricablylinkedtoEuropean
affairs.
RUSSIA
OneofthemostsignificantobstaclesthatpreventedGreatBritainfrom
interveningintheAmericanCivilWarwastheunwillingnessofRussiatojoinany
Europeanproposalformediationoranarmistice.TheleadingpolicymakersinGreat
BritainwerewellawareofthestaunchresistancethattheNortherngovernmentwould
putupagainst anyEuropeaninterference.ThehopewasthatifRussiawasinvolvedin
theprocess,theNorthmightbewillingtoacceptsomeformofintervention.Russiawas
thestaunchestsupporteroftheNorthinEurope.Ifthetideofthewarturnedsostrongly
againsttheNorththatitmightbereceptivetosomesortofhonorablepeace,andRussia
wasinvolvedinthepeaceprocess,perhapsinterventioncouldbesuccessful.Thiswas
thehopeoftheleadingBritishproponentsofinterventionwithinthegovernment.
PalmerstonwasconsistentinhisbeliefthatRussiahadtobeinvolvedinany
interventionistplan.Russelltendedtoconcurwiththeprimeministeronthis,butwas
willingtomovewithoutRussiaasalastresort.Duringtheinterventiondebatesoflate
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1862,despitemountingevidencethatRussiawouldnotjoinanAnglo -Frenchmediation
proposal,theforeignsecretaryheldouthopethatRussiawouldagreetothemeasureout
ofhumanitarianconcern.InlateOctoberhewroteSirGeorgeGrey,acabinetmem ber
fromtheHomeOfficethatdespiteitspro -Northernsympathies,Russiamightjoin.
“WhatIconjecture,”Russellwrote,“isthatifEnglandandFrancewenttoRussiaand
proposedtohertojoinnarmisticeandtreat,theEmperorofRussiawouldnotlike tosay
thathepreferredwaranddesolation.” 169Russellwasoverlyoptimistic;Russiadeclined
tojoinanAnglo -Frenchinterventioninlate1862.
Russia’ssupportfortheUnitedStateswasbasedonitsowngeopoliticalinterests.
AstrongUnitedState swasitssurestprotectionagainstBritishnavalpower.Russia
viewedEnglandasthesolebeneficiaryofaweakenedUnitedStates. 170BaronEdouard
deStoeckl,theRussianAmbassadorinWashington,believedthattheAnglo -American
rivalryhad“beenthebe stguaranteeagainsttheambitiousprojectsandpoliticalegotism
oftheAnglo -Saxonrace.” 171IfRussianeededanotherreasontoabstainfrom
involvementintheconflict,itcouldemphasizetherightofnationstoquellinternal
rebellions.TheRussiansw ereconstantlytryingtoputdowninternalrebellionsbyethnic
minoritieswithintheirempire.Russiawouldnotsupportanyformofinterventionas
longastheNorthwasunwillingtoacceptEuropeaninvolvement.Inhisreplytothe
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Frenchproposal,Russ ianPrime MinisterGorchakovwrotethat“ webelievethata
combinedmeasureofthepowers,howeverconciliatory,i fpresentedinanofficial
character,wouldriskarrivingataresultopposedtopacification.” 172Reluctanttorisk
waroverinterventionfor financialandgeopoliticalreasons,theBritishwerewaryof
attemptinginterventionistmovesthathadnochanceofNorthernacceptance.Without
Russianinvolvement,themajorityoftheBritishcabinetdidnotsupportintervention.
TheBritishandFrench couldnotbreakthealliancebetweentheworld’slargestrepublic
anditslargestdespotism.
THEBLOCKADE
Britishnavalinterestssupersededcommercialinterestsinshapingthenation’s
policytowardstheblockadeoftheSouthernports.ThoughBritish commercialinterests
pressedthegovernmenttoprotesttheillegalityoftheblockade,theBritishgovernment
wascontenttomerelynotetheineffectivenessoftheblockadingforces.Protestsmadeto
Washingtonwereonlymild.Beforetheblockadehadbee nenacted,LordLyons
threatenedthattheBritishwouldnotallowittostand,butafteritwasputinplace,the
Britishchosetoofficiallyacceptit.Therewereseveralmotivatingfactorsbehindthis
decision.First,theBritishhadthelargestnavyi ntheworld,andinpastwarsithadused
theblockadeasoneofitsmosteffectiveweapons.Second,itwasinBritishnaval
intereststoacceptaliberalattitudetowardstheeffectivenessofablockade.Infuture
conflicts,Britainmightgreatlybenefi tbynothavingtoimplementalargenavalforceto
makeablockadeeffective.TheBritishcouldusetheAmericanexampleasaprecedent
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forlessthanstrictenforcementoftheblockadepartoftheDeclarationofParis.Inthe
HouseofLords,LordJames Malmesbury,formerBritishforeignsecretary,advocated
suchaposition:“Idonotbelievethatagreatmaritimecountryshouldbeboundbysuch
aDeclaration.” 173ThesmallermaritimepowershadperenniallytriedtoforceBritainto
recognizeneutralrigh tsduringwartime;theweaknessoftheAmericanblockadehurtthe
causeofthesesmallerpowers,whichtheUnitedStateshadhistoricallysupported. 174
Third,itstoodtoreasonthatanineffectiveblockadewouldallowmoreshipstoget
through,thusenabli ngmoregoodstobebroughtbacktoBritain.Fourth,theNorth
viewedtheblockadeasitsmostimportantweaponagainsttheeconomicviabilityofthe
South,andwouldmorethanlikelygotothevergeofwartoprotectit. 175Aslongasthe
blockadewasnot thecauseofunbearableeconomicconditionsathome,GreatBritain
couldaffordtoallowitsnavalobjectivestodominatepolicy.Theblockaderemainedin
placewhileEuropewaitedforadramaticturnofeventsinthefighting.
CANADA
JustasBrit ain’sAmericanpolicyduringthewarwasinherentlylinkedto
Europeanevents,sowasitalsolinkedtoconcernsoverCanadiansecurity.Canadian
defenseswereweakandarchaic.TheBritishmilitarypresenceinplacecouldbestbe
describedaspaltry.F oryears,theBritishgovernmenthadbeenreluctanttoappropriate
thelargeamountoffundsneededtoprovideamoreformidablemilitarypresencein
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Canada.Furthermore,theCanadiangovernmentwasreluctanttopayforthetroopsout
ofitsownpocket.B ritishofficialswereextremelyconcernedthattheconflictinthe
UnitedStatesmightseriouslythreatenthesecurityofitsNorthAmericancolony.From
theonsetofthewar,LordLyonspleadedwithBritishofficialsathometosendthousands
oftroopst oCanadatoprotectorserveasadeterrentagainstinvasionfromtheUnion
army.Palmerstonsupportedsendingreinforcements,butParliamentwasreluctantto
financeit. 176Inanyinterventionistscheme,theBritishneededtoconsiderwhether
Canadawould beendangeredfromahostileNortherngovernment.EvenifsomeBritish
officialsbelievedthatawarwiththeUnitedStatesinvolvingCanadacouldbefought
rathereasily,througharapidnavalcampaignagainsttheNorthernseaboard,theyhadto
considerthatawarinCanadamightleaveBritainunabletodefenditsinterestsinEurope.
ThoughitseemsdoubtfulthattheUnionwouldhavebeenwillingtofighttwowarsat
once,BritonswhothoughtSewardcrazyenoughtoattemptitdidnotdiscountthat
possibility.
ThecrisisoftheTrentAffairprovedthedifficultiesofdefendingCanada.British
attemptstoreinforceCanadametwithdisaster.Trooptransportationbecamealmost
impossibleduringthewinter.IttooktroopsarrivingfromBritainalmost amonthto
reachlocationsthatcouldserveadefensivepurpose.Thisneardisasterhadsignificant
implicationsnearlyayearlater,whentheBritishgovernmentmoststronglyconsidered
intervention.IfBritainweretointerveneinthewar,therewasth epossibilitythatthe
NorthwouldreactviolentlyandattackCanada.Ifthisoccurred,furthertroopswould
havetobesenttoCanada.Thedifficultyofthepreviousyearconcernedsomeofficials
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whothoughtthatitwouldbefarsafertowaituntilthe followingspringbeforerisking
intervention.Atthattimeofyear,itwouldbefareasiertosendreinforcementstoCanada
anddeploythemproperly.InalettertoRussell,Palmerstonacknowledgedthis
possibility:
Asregardspossibleresent mentonthepartoftheNorthernersfollowingupon
ouracknowledgementoftheindependenceoftheSouth,itisquitetruethatwe
shouldhavelesstocareaboutthatresentmentinthespringwhencommunication
withCanadaopens,andwheno urnavalforcecouldmoreeasilyoperateupon
theAmericancoastthaninwinter,whenwearecutofffromCanadaandthe
Americancoastisnotsosafe. 177
Byitself,thisconcernwasnotlikelytodeterminethetimetableofBritishintervention ,
butwhentakeninconjunctionwithconcernsaboutBritishflexibilityofactioninEurope
andNorthAmerica,itwasmorethanenoughtoconvincesomewithintheBritish
governmentthatthemostprudentcoursetotakewastowaituntileventsinAmericat ook
amoredecidedturn.BritainhadtoconsiderthefateofCanadainanyplanof
interventionontheAmericanCivilWar.
MEXICO
Napoleon’sincursionintoMexicocomplicatedBritain’sforeignpolicyduringthe
CivilWar.ThoughBritainandSpainwere partofthetripartitemilitaryexpeditionto
Mexicoinlate1861,theybothpulledoutofMexicoafteritbecameclearthatNapoleon
wascommittedtoremaininginMexicoforanextendedperiodoftime.French
adventurismthreatenedtobreaktheAnglo -Frenchalliance,becauseBritaindisapproved
ofwhatitconsideredanattemptatempire -grabbing.Francewastryingtoregaina
footholdinNorthAmerica.AstrongFrenchpresenceinMexicoalsothreatenedto
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severelydamageEuropeanrelationswiththeUnit edStates.Mexicoborderedthe
ConfederacyandthepotentialforaFrenchalliancewiththeSouthseemedpossible.
Despitethesemisgivings,theBritishwerenotwhollyupsetbytheprospectofa
FrenchpresenceinMexico.FrenchcontrolofMexicowou ldputanendtoAmerican
expansionisminthecontinent.Foryears,SouthernershadseenMexicoasalikelyfuture
siteofAmericanexpansion.Furthermore,EuropeaninvolvementinNorthAmerica
couldbeaneffectivechallengetotheMonroeDoctrine,and settheprecedentforfuture
actionintheWesternHemisphere.Finally,Britishforeignpolicymightverywellbenefit
fromadistractedNapoleonIIIinMexico.ManyEuropeans(includingsomewithinthe
Frenchgovernment)wereconvincedthattheFrenche mperorhadgottenhimselfintoa
difficultsituation.Napoleon’sattempttograbanAmericanempireonthecheapwasa
greaterriskthantheemperorimagined.PalmerstonandRussell,despitetheirsupportfor
anAnglo -Frenchalliance,werenotaverseto seeingtheFrenchembroiledinaMexican
conflictwhichwoulddraintheirresourcesandweakenFrance’spotentialforactionin
Europe.GreatBritaindistanceditselffromtheemperor,soastoavoidsevere
rapprochementfromtheUnitedStates,butquietl ywatchedwithapprovalastheFrench
becameinvolvedinaMexicanquagmire.Whiletheincursionwasneveramajorfactor
indeterminingwhetherBritainsupportedinterventionornot,itdidincreasewarinessof
actinginjointventurewithNapoleononAm ericanaffairs,anditservedBritishinterests
inEurope.
NORTHERNDIPLOMACY
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TherolewhichNortherndiplomacyplayedinpreventingEuropeanintervention
intheCivilWariscomplex.TheveryfactthatnoEuropeanpowereverattempteda
majorinterven tionisevidencethatNortherndiplomacywasultimatelysuccessful,yetthe
extenttowhichitwasresponsibleforEuropeannon -interventionisquestionable.
Ultimately,BritishconcernsoverthebalanceofpowerinEuropeandNorthAmericahad
agreater influencethanNortherndiplomacy.
Ingeneral,theNortherndiplomaticcorpswascomprisedofsomeoftheworld’s
finestdiplomats.CharlesFrancisAdams,despitethefactthatheoftenappearedtobe
miserableinBritain,helpednavigatetheUnionthrou ghsomeofthemostcontentious
diplomaticcrisesofthewar.Britishofficialsrespectedhimforhisclassand
professionalism.Adamswasskilledatknowingthepropermomenttopresscertain
issues,anddisplayedgreatreserveinthetensestofsituati ons.Hewasableto
successfullytempersomeofSeward’sfieryindignationtowardsBritain.OtherAmerican
ambassadorsperformedgreatservicetotheircountryduringthewar.Historianspraise
HenrySanford,ambassadortoBelgium,WilliamDayton,ambas sadortoParis,andother
leadingdiplomatsfortheirskillfulmaneuveringsaroundtheoftenunfriendlycourtsof
theEurope. 178
DespitethedirepredictionsbymanyinEuropeandsomeathomethathewould
gettheUnitedStatesinvolvedinadisastrouswa rwithEurope,WilliamH.Seward
provedtobeahighlysuccessfulsecretaryofstate.Thoughheinitiallyinfuriated
Europeanpolicymakerswithhisbrusquestyle,Sewardwasabletograduallyerasehis
reputationasadangerousAnti -Britishideologuewho thoughtnothingofgetting
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embroiledinaconflictwithaEuropeanpower.Thesecretaryofstatewiselypersuaded
LincolntoacquiescetoBritishdemandsduringtheTrentAffair,andtookapragmatic
stancetowardstheFrenchincursionintoMexico.TheN orthcouldnotaffordmorethan
onewaratatime,andSewardavoidedunnecessaryforeignentanglements.Despitehis
bluster,hemadesurethattheNorthdefeatedtheSouthbeforechallengingtheEuropean
powers.Inretrospect,onemightsaythathehad nochoicebuttofollowthispolicy,butit
isnotunreasonabletoconsiderthepossibilitythatanotherindividual,attheheadofa
nationengagedinabrutalfightforitsexistence,mighthavemountedadesperateattack
againstaforeignpowerwhichap pearedtobeattemptingtotakeadvantageofthenation’s
temporaryweakness.
ThemosteffectiveelementofSeward’sdiplomacywasitsrepeatedinsistence
thatnoEuropeaninterventionwouldbetolerated.ThefoundationofNortherndiplomacy
wasthe premisethatanyattemptbyaforeignpowertointerveneintheAmericanCivil
Warwouldbemetwithfierceresistance.“BritishrecognitionwouldbeBritish
intervention,tocreatewithinourterritoryahostileStatebyoverthrowingthisrepublic
itself,”SewardtoldAdams.Hisgoalwastoconvinceothernationsthat“noEuropean
Stateisasreallycapabletodousharmaswearecapabletodefendourselves.” 179
ThoughAmericawouldnotwelcomewarwithBritain,thenationwouldnotbereluctant
todefen ditself.“Warindefenceofnationallifeisnotimmoral,andwarindefenceof
independenceisaninevitablepartofthedisciplineofnations,”wroteSeward. 180To
someinEurope,thesemusthaveseemedtobeidlethreats,comingfromatoothless
power,buttheywerenotwithoutgreateffect.Theconstantinsistencethatintervention
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wastantamounttowarforcedBritainandFrancetoconsidertheconsequencesof
becomingembroiledinaconflictwiththeUnitedStatesduringthemajordiplomatic
criseso fthewar.EvenifvictorymightcomeeasilyinNorthAmerica,theEuropean
powershadtoconsidertheglobalconsequencesofbecominginvolvedinaconflict
acrosstheAtlanticOcean.AnAmericandistractioncouldleavearivalfreetoactin
Europe.A mericanrefusaltoacceptanyformofoutsideinterferenceseverely
complicatedthesituationforthoseinFranceandBritainwhodesperatelywantedthe
CivilWartocometoanend.
Despitethesediplomaticsuccesses,therewerelimitationstoAmerican
diplomacy.ItwasunreasonablefortheUnitedStatestoexpectEuropetoremain
completelyoutoftheconflict.TheBritishandFrenchdeclarationsofneutralityand
grantingofbelligerentstatustotheConfederacywereabsolutenecessitiesforthepowers .
ThechallengeofhavingtomaintainthattheAmericanconflictwassimplyadomestic
rebellionandnotanall -outwarforcedSewardintosomeembarrassingandcontradictory
diplomaticpostures.TheNorthclaimedastateofwardidnotexistbutnonethe less
proclaimeditsrighttoblockadetheentireSoutherncoastundertherulesofintentional
law.Becauseofwartimenecessity,theUnitedStatesadoptedliberalrightsofmaritime
searchandseizure,whichwentagainstthenation’sentirehistoryofpr omotingneutral
rights.
NortherndiplomacyfailedtobreaktotheAnglo -Frenchalliance.Earlyinthe
war,Sewardtriedtodividethealliesbyappealingtotheirdivergentinterests.Sanford
toldThou venelthatEnglandwantedtoweakentheUnitedState sasarivalpower.He
toldtheFrenchforeignministerthatFrenchpolicyshouldbe“toencouragethegrowth
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anddevelopmentofacommercialpower,therivalofEngland.” 181Britain,ontheother
hand,receivedintelligencethatFrancewastryingtousee ventstosupplantBritish
influenceinCentralAmerica. 182Despitehisbestefforts,Sewardwasunabletodivide
thepowers.FranceandBritainactedinconcertontheissueofneutrality,stagedajoint
ventureintoMexico,andcontinuedtodiscussthepo ssibilityofinterveningintheCivil
War.ButforacrisiswithintheFrenchgovernment,thetwonationsmighthavereached
acommonaccordonintervention.Americandiplomatsneverknewhowcloseto
interventiontheAllieshadcome.Adamsneverrealiz edthatRussellhadjoined
PalmerstonandGladstoneinfavorofintervention.ThoughNortherndiplomacywas
skillful,itspowerwaslimited.HadtheAnglo -Frenchalliancebeenstronger,the
geopoliticalsituationinEuropemorestable,ortheeconomiccr isesinFranceandBritain
moresevere,itisunlikelythattheNorthwouldhavebeenabletopreventacommitted
Anglo-Frenchalliancefrominterveninginthewar.
KINGCOTTON
ThefailureofSoutherndiplomacydoomedtheConfederacyt orelyonthewhims
ofEuropeforforeignassistance.Southerndiplomacywasbasedalmostentirelyonthe
premisethatBritainandFrancewouldinterveneintheCivilWarbecausetheir
economiesweredependentuponSoutherncotton.Oncethecottonshorta getookholdat
home,thetwoEuropeannationswouldbreaktheUnionblockadeandrecognizethe
Confederacy.SouthernersexpressedconfidencethatitwasnaturallyinEurope’sinterest
toseeadividedUnitedStateswithaSouthfreeofprotectionisttari ffs.
181CitedinCrook,84.
182Crook,84.
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ThecottonshortagedidnotproduceanyilleffectsinBritainduringthefirstyear
ofthewar.PalmerstonwasnotparticularlyconcernedaboutthelackofSoutherncotton.
HewroteRussellthat“theprobabilityisthatsomecottonwillfindits waytousfrom
America,andthatweshallgetagreatersupplythanusualfromotherquarters.” 183The
previousyearshadproducedabumpercropofcotton,andtherewasasufficientsurplus
available.Largecottonmanufacturersmayhaveactuallybenefite dbythedecreaseinthe
availabilityofcotton.TheprimeministertoldCharlesVilliers,aleaderofthePoorLaw
Board,that“thetruthofthematteristhatiftherehadbeennoCivilWarinAmericathere
wouldhavebeenmuchdistressinourmanufactu ringdistrictsowingtothe
overproductionofthelasttwoyears.” 184TheSouthhadnotdoneitselfanyfavorsby
burningmuchofitscropof1861inanattempttodecreasethecottonthatwasavailable
toEurope,andputmorepressureonforeignnationsto breaktheblockade.Somewithin
theBritishgovernmentsawthelackofcottonfromtheSouthasanopportunitytoreduce
BritishdependencyonAmericancottonbyfindingalternativesupplierswithinthe
empire,mostnotablyinIndia.Amongthosewhofav oredthisoutlookwerePalmerston,
EdwardStanley,theToryoppositionleader,andGeorgeCampbell,thePrivySeal. 185
UnfortunatelyfortheSoutherncause,distresscausedbythecottonshortagenever
supersededotherBritishinterests.Bylate1862, acrisiscausedbythelackofcottontook
itstollontheworkersofLancashireCounty,thenation’slargesttextilecenter.Afew
officialsbelievedthatthedisgruntledworkersmightposeaseriouspoliticalproblemfor
183CitedinAshley,218.
184CitedinKrein,63.
185StanleyismorecommonlyreferredtoasLordDe rby,andCampbellisreferredtoastheDuke
ofArgyll.ThePrivySealwasinchargeofmanagingthedailyandweeklybusinessoftheHouseof
CommonsandtheHouseofLords.
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thePalmerstongovernment.This concernpromptedGladstonetofavorintervention.He
wantedtoquellamajordisturbancewithinBritishmanufacturing.Thecrisismayhave
beenoverblownabit.Theworkerswereunhappy,butthemajormanufacturerswerestill
takinginaprofit.Toal leviateworkerdiscontenttheBritishgovernmentsetuparelief
programtotrytoassisttheunemployedworkersinLancashire.
TheeconomicconcernovertheshortageofcottondidnotdetermineBritish
policy.Thatisnottosaythatpolicymakersdidn otfavorraisingtheblockadeinorderto
resumeregulareconomicrelationswiththeSouth,buttheconflictingeconomicinterests
didnottakeprecedenceovergeopoliticalconcernsinEuropeorNorthAmerica.
ObtainingSoutherncottonwasnotworthriski ngamajorconflictwiththeNorth.France,
moredependentonSoutherncottonthanBritain,wasinfarworseeconomiccondition
thanitscross -channelneighbor.NapoleonIIIstronglyfavoredliftingtheblockade,but
hecouldnotactwithoutBritishsupp ort.ThefailureoftheSouth’sonlydiplomatic
weaponleftitwithfewoptions.Barringaninternationalincidentthatthreatenedtodrive
BritainandtheNorthtowardswar(liketheTrentAffair),theSouth’sonlyrealhopeof
Europeaninterventionwas toachieveenoughmilitarysuccessesthatSouthern
independencebecameaforegoneconclusion.
THEEMANCIPATIONPROCLAMATION
TheissueofslaveryandtheEmancipationProclamationdidnotconsiderably
influencethelikelihoodofBritishintervention. 186 Despitethegeneralantipathyagainst
186ThetraditionalhistoricalviewisthattheEmancipationProclamationwa sagreatdiplomatic
victoryfortheUnioninEurope.Theabolitionoftheslavesgaveahigherpurposetothewar,andmadeit
moredifficultforEuropeanstofavorSouthernindependence.HistorianThomasA.Baileysupportsthis
viewpoint,arguingthat theproclamation“elevatedtheconflictintoaholycrusadeagainsthuman
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slaveryinBritainandtherestofEurope,Lincoln’smomentousproclamationdidnotstir
manypolicymakerstoaltertheirpositiononthewar.WhiletheEmancipation
Proclamationmadeitmoredifficultforsomegovern mentofficialstosupport
intervention,whichinitsultimateformfavoredtheSouth,thepotentialramificationsof
theabolitionoftheslavesintheSouthactuallycausedafewleadingfigureslikeLord
Russelltoincreasethepressureforintervention .Manygovernmentofficialsviewedthe
proclamationcynically.
MuchofBritishindifferencetotheEmancipationProclamationwasrelatedtothe
eventsofthewar.Attheoutsetoftheconflict,bothsidesclaimedthatthewarwasnot
beingfoughtovers lavery.TheSoutharguedthatitwasamatterofstates’rightsand
freedomfromNortherneconomicoppression.Adesirenottoalienatethe“Border
States”,andageneralNorthernantipathyagainstawarforabolition,ledLincolnto
maintainthatthisw asawartopreservetheUnion,nottoabolishslavery.Thisofficial
governmentpolicymadesenseathome,butitalienatedpartofthestaunchabolitionist
communityinEurope.Thefailuretoturnthewarintoamoralcrusadetendedtomake
policymakersmorereceptivetothedissolutionoftheUnitedStates,sinceneitherthe
NorthnorSouthcouldclaimtoholdthemoralhighground.Adamsdidnothidehis
opinionofwhatcausedthewar.“Therecanbenohopeoffuturepeace,”herecordedin
bondage.”Therevisionisthistoricalperspectivechallengesthisbelief,andarguesthattheproclamation
hadnoimpactonBritishpublicopinion.JosephHernon,amemberofthere visionistschool,claimsthat
“thebeliefthattheEmancipationProclamationeffectedagreatchangeinBritishpublicopinionappearsto
betotallyfallacious.”Crook,236 -237.Itendtoleanmoretowardstherevisioniststance.Thepositive
effectswh ichtheproclamationproducedhadagreaterimpactonthegeneralpopulacethanon
policymakers.TheoneeffectitmayhavehadwastodemonstratethewillingnessoftheNorthtodo
whateverittooktostayinthewar.
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hisdiar y,“solongasslaveryremainsinanypartofNorthAmerica.” 187Hehaddifficulty
convincingtheBritish,however,thattheNorthtrulywantedtofreetheslaves.
ThewayinwhichtheyviewedthecourseofthewarinfluencedthoseEuropeans
wholookedunf avorablyupontheEmancipationProclamation.ThemajorityofEuropean
policymakersbelievedthattheNorthcouldnotforcetheSouthbackintotheUnion.By
thesummerof1862,itappearedthattheNorthhadlittlehopeofdefeatingthe
Confederatearmy. 188ManybelievedthattheNorthshouldrealizethefutilityofthe
conflictandendneedlessbloodshedbycomingtoapeacefulsettlementofthewarbased
onSouthernindependence.Inthislight,theEmancipationProclamationcouldbeseenas
adesperate politicalandmilitarymoveratherthanarighteouscause.Russellnotedthat
theproclamationfreedtheslavesonlyinterritorywhichwasnotunderLincoln’s
authority.“Therightofslaveryismadetherewardofloyalty;theemancipationisnot
grantedtoclaimsofhumanitybutinflictedaspunishmentontheirowners,”Russell
quipped.189TheLiverpool Courier arguedthattheNorthwasjustasresponsibleforthe
institutionofslaveryastheSouth.Thepaperclaimedthat“itwastheNorththatshielde d
thedomesticinstitutionofslaveryfromthedetestationandhostilityoftheworld.Itwas
theNorthernnavywhichmenacedtheEnglishcruiserthatdaredtoboardanAmerican
187TheDiaryofCharlesFra ncisAdams ,August4,1861.
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MostEuropeanswereconvincedthattheSouthwaswinningthewardecisivelybecausethey
inevitablyfocusedontheEasterntheatreofthewar.Tothem,thecampaignsinVirginia were the
AmericanCivilWar.Itisnot surprising,therefore,thattheydidnotpayparticularattentiontotheUnion
successesintheWest.This“onetheatre”understandingoftheconflictwaspersistentuntilthefallof
VicksburginJulyof1863.Untilthattime,ofthemajorbattlesfoug htoutsideoftheEasterntheatre,only
thefallofNewOrleansgeneratedmuchdiscussioninEurope.
189CitedinCrook,238.
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slaveship.” 190Gladstone,thoughanti -slaveryatheart,waswaryoftheimpos itionof
freedombyforce.Hehad,asheputit,“nofaithinthepropagationoffreeinstitutionsat
thepointofthesword.” 191
OneofthemajormotivationsbehindtheissuanceoftheEmancipation
ProclamationwastoinfluenceEuropeanpolicy.InChic ago,Lincolntoldagatheringof
Christiansfromvariousdenominationsthat“nootherstepwouldbesopotentasto
preventforeignintervention.”Emancipatingtheslaveswouldbeproofthat“weare
incitedbysomethingmorethanambition.” 192Noteveryone inBritainagreedwiththe
president.WilliamStuart,theBritishchargéinWashington,wroteRussellthatthe
president’smoveshowed“nopretextofhumanity”andwas“cold,vindictive,and
entirelypolitical.” 193Fearsescalatedthatamassiveservilewa rwasimminent;slaves
wouldseektomurdertheirmasters.The TimesofLondon questionedwhetherLincoln’s
presidencywas“togooutamidhorriblemassacresofwhitewomenandchildren,tobe
followedbytheexterminationoftheblackraceintheSouth?” 194EvenRichardCobden,
oneofthestrongestsupportersoftheNorthinParliament,wasconcernedthattoattempt
todefeattheSouthwiththehelpoftheslavepopulationwouldleadto“oneofthemost
bloodyandhorribleepisodesinhistory.” 195Russell, whosesupportforinterventionwas
motivatedprimarilybyhumanitarianconcerns,washorrifiedbytheprospectofa
190CitedinCrook,239.
191Citedin,Crook,239.
192CitedinJones,172.ThespeechwasgivenonSeptemb er13,1862.
193CitedinJones,175.
194CitedinJones,176.
195CitedinJones,176.
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dramaticescalationinthealreadyghastlybloodshed.Forhim,thepotential
consequencesoftheEmancipationProclamationwerefurtherrea sontopressfor
Europeaninterventiontoendthewar.Theproclamationdidnotstemtheoveralltideof
interventionistsupportinBritain.
THEINTERVENTIONISTIMPULSE
AtonepointoranotherduringtheAmericanCivilWar,themanyhighranking
governmentofficialsinBritainandFrancefavoredsomeformofintervention.Their
motivationsvaried,buttheirdesiretoseeanendtothewardidnot.Itappearedtobein
theinterestofBritainandFrancetoendthewar.Whatpreventedsuchintervent ionwere
otherinterests.NeitherBritainnorFrancewasanxioustoriskaconflictwiththeUnited
Stateswhichmightthreatentheirabilitiestoactelsewhere.BothmembersoftheAnglo -
Frenchalliancebelievedthattheircross -channelneighborwouldb ehappytoseetheir
diplomaticallyembroiledinanAmericanconflict.Thoughbothgovernmentsfavored
interventionatonetime,theywereunabletoagreeonasinglecourseofactionbefore
oneofthembackedoff.AcrisisintheFrenchgovernmentprev entedthegreatest
possibilityforEuropeaninterventionintheCivilWarduringthefallof1862.The
alliancebasedonmistrustfellapartoverNapoleon’sinterventionistschemesinItaly.
AlongwithEuropeanconcerns,theBritishwereresponsiblefor ensuringthesecurityof
Canada,andNapoleonwasembroiledinanempire -grabgonewronginMexico.The
refusalofRussiatojoinanallianceloweredBritishexpectationsastothepossibilityofa
successfulintervention.Seward’shard -linediplomacyfo rcedthealliestoconsiderthe
globalanddomesticramificationsofawarwiththeUnitedStates.Intheend,itwasfar
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easierfortheBritishgovernmenttomaintainacourseofstrictneutralityandawaita
dramaticchangeinthecourseofthewar.
CHAPTER7
BritishPopularOpinion
GreatBritain’sEuropeaninterestswereagainstinterveningintheAmericanCivil
War.Theseinterestsoutwei ghedallotherBritishconcernsandkeptthenationneutral
duringthewar.Iftherewasonefactorwhichcouldhavetippedthescalesinfavorof
interventionitwasBritishpopularopinion.Hadtherebeenanextremepublicoutcryin
favorofinterventi on,theBritishgovernmentmighthavebeencompelledtostopthewar
inAmerica.ThatBritishpopularopinionwassodivided,anddidnotsignificantly
influencegovernmentpolicy,doesnottakeawayfromthefactthatitmighthaveproved
decisive.Ash asbeenpreviouslydemonstrated,therewereanumberoffactorswhich
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favoredBritishintervention;andwerepublicopiniontobeaddedtothem,thecourseof
Britishpolicycouldhavebeenaltered.Anevaluationofthepublicreactiontothewar
yieldss everalimportantfindings.First,theAmerican CivilwarcaptivatedBritonsfro m
allpartsofsociety.Britonsfollowedthewar,andcaredaboutitsoutcome.Second,
thoughthewealthierclassesinBritaintendedtofavortheSouth,andtheworkingclas ses
tendedtofavortheNorth,socialclasswasbynomeanstheonlyfactorinshapingBritish
opinion.Third,publicopinionwasevenlydividedduringthewar.Neitherthepro -
Northernnorthepro -Southernfactionswereabletogainadecisiveenoughed gethatthey
mightbeabletoinfluencegovernmentpolicy.Britishpopularopinionisaparticularly
importantsubjectofstudybecauseboththeNorthandSouthconsidereditacrucial
elementoftheirEuropeandiplomacy.
THEHISTORIOGRAPHY
Thehi storiographyofBritishpopularopinionduringtheCivilWaryearshas
takentwomainforms.Thetraditionalargumentclaimsthatsympathiesfellalmost
exclusivelyalongclasslines.TheBritishupperclasses,thearistocracyanduppermiddle
classthat dominatedparliamentandhadcontrolovermuchofthepress,were
sympathetictotheSoutherncause,becauseofitsaristocraticsocietyandanti -democratic
sentimentsthatshapedtheirnegativeviewoftheNorth.Theprofessionalandworking
classesare creditedwithalmostunanimouslysupportingtheNortherncausebecauseof
theirabolitionisthistoryandsupportforfreelabor.Therevisionistargumentattacksa
solelyclass -basedanalysisofpopularsupportandemphasizesthebroadersupportforthe
ConfederacythroughalllevelsofBritishsociety.Thoselaborerswhoworkedinareas
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hardesthiteconomicallyduringthewar,particularlythosedependentuponcottonsuchas
Lancashire,areclaimedtohavegenerallysupportedtheSoutherncause;notbec auseof
sympathyforslaverybutbecausetheybelievedthatSouthernindependencewouldease
theirhardships.
Thetraditionalviewwasprincipallytheworkoftheearlyhistoriansofthecivil
warcrisis,writingwithinthebaseofabolitionisttraditio n.HistorianslikeFriedrichA.
SorgeandRichardB.Morris,authorof EncyclopediaofAmericanHistory ,supportedan
analysisthatKarlMarxhadmadewhilereportingonthewarfromLondon.Marx,as
otherhistorianswouldlaterclaim,creditedtheBriti shworkingclassforpreventingGreat
Britainfromabandoningneutrality.AsMarxobserved,“Itoughtnottobeforgottenthat
atleastthe workingclass ofEngland,fromthecommencementtotheterminationofthe
difficulty,haveneverforsakenthem.” 196 Inthislineofreasoningitwastheactiveand
determinedeffortsoftheBritishlaboringclassesthatpressuredtherulingclassofBritain
nottoentertheCivilwar,astheyundoubtedlywouldhavewithoutthoseefforts.
Southernhistoriansdidnotgre atlychallengethisclass -basedviewofBritishpublic
opinion.Theytendedsimplytodevaluetheinfluenceofthelaboringclasses,arguing
thattheyhadnorealinfluenceeitherway.FrankL.Owsley,authorof KingCotton
Diplomacy,wrotethat “thepop ulationofLancashireandallIndustrialEnglandwas
politicallyapathetic,sodden,ignorant,anddocile,withtheexceptionofafewintelligent
andearnestleaders.” 197EvenSheldonVanauken,whoquestionedthetendencyto
196CitedinPhilipS.Foner, BritishLaborandtheAmericanCivilWar  (NewYork:Holmes&
Meier,1981),13.
197OwsleyCitedinFoner,14.
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discountthetremendousBritish supportfortheConfederacy,didnotchallengethenotion
thatthevastmajorityofworkerssupportedtheNortherncause.
TherevisionistviewwasledbyRoydenHarrison,professorattheUniversityof
Warwick.Heemphasizedelementsofthelaborandwor king-classpressthatactively
supportedtheSoutherncause.HarrisoncitedtheearlyfailureoftheNorthtomake
emancipationamajorissue,theinitialmilitarylossessufferedbytheUnionarmy,anda
disdainforindustrialcapitalistsathomeandabr oad,whoseemedjustasmuchtheenemy
asslavery. 198ThoughHarrisonlaterquestionedsomeofhisearlierconclusionsregarding
thebroadpro -Southern(orperhapsmoreappropriately,Anti -Northern)sympathy,his
argumentwasusedbysubsequenthistorianst oquestionthesentimentsoftheBritish
workingclass.MaryEllison’sstudyofLancashirechallengedthetraditional“myth”of
thecottonworkers,sufferingthroughunemploymentandtheprivationsthatthedropin
cottonsupplyhadproduced,yetnoblysu pportingtheUnion.ThesesacrificesLincoln
hadoncecalled,“aninstanceofsublimeChristianheroismwhichhasnotbeensurpassed
inanyageoranycountry.” 199Ellisoncounteredthattheseworkershadgenerally
supportedtheConfederacy,notbecauseof anindifferencetowardsslavery,butbecause
ofdisillusionmentwithNortherninterestsandtheirowneconomicneeds.
Inrecentyears,t herehavebeenfewstudiesofthissubject.Thosethathavebeen
published,mostnotably,R.J.M.Blackett’s Divided Hearts,havetakenamorebalanced
approach.Britishpopularopinionwasfarmoredynamicthanithasoftenbeencredited
198Foner,16.
199Ibid.,13.
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asbeing. 200Thisisthepointofemphasisofmyargument.Asimpleclass -basedanalysis
failstoexplainthewartimeactivitiesofn umerousinfluentialpublicofficials.Though
Southernsupportwassomewhatstrongerintheupperclasses,andNorthernsupport
somewhatstrongerinthemiddleandlowerclasses,neithersidewasabletogaina
definitiveenoughadvantagetodrasticallyal tergovernmentpolicy.DuringtheVictorian
Age,therewasanassumptionthatpublicopinioncouldgreatlyinfluencegovernment
policyifitcouldbeadequatelydemonstrated.Ultimately,theBritishpublicwasdivided
enoughtopreventanyrealalteratio ningovernmentpolicy.Thatitfailedtodosodoes
notmakeitanunimportanttopicofdiscussion,becausethebattlefortheBritishpublic
wasofsignificantimportancetothecombatantsacrosstheAtlanticOcean,andthe
AmericanCivilWarexcitedBr itishpopularinterestlikefewcontemporaryforeign
affairshad.
WARTIMESENTIMENT
TheoutbreakoftheCivilWarleftmanyinBritainconfused.Thereasonsfor
secessionwerenotasreadilyapparenttomanyinBritainastheyweretothoseintheno -
longer-UnitedStates.Priortothecommencementofanyrealcombatbetweenthetwo
sides(pre -BullRun),thegeneralfeelingwasmorefavorabletotheNorth.Lincoln’s
electionwasnotperceivedasaninescapablethreattosoutherninstitutions.Losinga
politicalelectiondidnotseemtobesufficientgroundsforsecession.Afewarguedthat
thiswasmerelythenextstepinthedriveforaslaveempire;havingfacedNorthern
restraint,theSouthwasnowseekingfreereigntoconqueragreaterportionof the
200By dynamic Imean:influencedbynumeroussocialandeconomicfactors.
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continent.201OncetheNorthclearlydemonstratedthatitwouldgotowartomaintainthe
Union,anditimplementedtheblockade,anynearunanimityofopinionwasimpossible.
TheTrentAffairoflate1861createdthemostvociferouspublicoutcryin Britain
ofthewar.TheinitialreactionofalargeportionoftheBritishpublicwasacryforwar.
TheUnitedStates,longamenacetoBritishmaritimeinterests,hadblatantlyviolated
Britishrights,andmoreimportantly,Britishhonor.Vanaukensu mmarizedtheemotions
ofthetime:
Englishmensuddenlyrememberedalltheiroldirritationinconnectionwiththeslavetrade:
itseemedthattheUnitedStates,afterpiouslydenyingtherightofnavalsearchtothepoint
ofblockadingthegreathuman itariancauseofdestroyingtheslavetradewerenow,whenit
suitedtheirpurpose,provingthemselveshypocritesbyexercisingthatright ---andagainst
anEnglishship! 202
TheTrentAffairthreatenedtotransformtheconflictintoaninternationalone, butboth
sidespreferredapeacefulsolution.ThegreatpublicoutcrytotheseizureofMasonand
SlidellisnotasreflectiveinascertainingtheoverallNorthernorSouthernsympathyof
thepublicasmightbeimagined.Theindignationismorereflecti veinregardstothe
outcrygeneratedbyattacksonBritishmaritimerights/honorthanonadisdainforthe
Northerncauseitself.HadtheSouthperpetratedasimilaraction,thereactionprobably
wouldnothavebeendramaticallydifferent.Thiswasnot adecisivemomentofsolidarity
withtheSouthbutratheraprotestagainstwhatwasviewedasaninternationalcriminal
act.ThosewhowereangeredatNorthernmaritimepolicies,includingtheblockade,
201Crook,37.
202SheldonVanauken, TheGlitteringIllusion  (WashingtonD.C.:RegneryGateway,1989),39.
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werenotlikelytohavebeensympatheticwiththeN orthtobeginwith,andthemajority
ofthoseforwhomotherissuesofthewarweremoreimportantwereprobablyunlikelyto
abandonallNorthernsympathieslongaftertheTrentAffairwaspeacefullysettled.
Asthewardraggedonintothebloodyyears of1862,1863,and1864,theoverall
publicdivisiondidnotgreatlychange.Ardentsupportersofbothsidesgenerally
maintainedtheircommitmentthroughoutthewar.Theearlyfallof1862probably
representedtheapexofConfederatesupport.RobertE. Lee’smilitaryvictoriesatthe
SevenDaysconvincedmanythattheSouthwouldbeimpossibletoeffectivelyconquer.
TheincreasingbrutalityofthewargeneratedasubstantialpeacemovementinGreat
Britain.Despitethedesireforanendtothehostil ities,anagreementastowhatshould
followabreakinfightingwashardlyobviousandneverconcertedenoughtogeneratethe
kindofpressureneededtoforcetheBritishgovernmenttodemandmediation.Atthe
closeofthewar,manypro -Northernsupporte rs,eagertodemonstratetheinfluencewhich
theyhadhadduringthewar,claimedthatgreatmajorityoftheBritishpublicsupported
theNorth.Britishpublicsupport,however,wasfarmoreambiguousthanwouldlaterbe
claimed.
THEABOLITIONISTS
Havinggivenaverybriefpictureofgeneralpublicsentimentduringthewar,itis
timetoexaminethevariousmembers/groupsthatmadeupBritishpublicopinion.The
abolitionisttraditioninGreatBritainwasaverystrongone.Theirnationhavingbeen
amongthefirsttoabolishslaveryathomeaswellasabroad,thevastmajorityofBritons
hadastronglynegativeviewtowardstheSoutherninstitution.Iftherewereasingle
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factorthatmostfavoredtheNorthinthecourtofBritishpublicopinion,itw asthe
reluctanceofmostBritonstosupportthecauseofasociety,whosefoundationrested
upontheinstitutionofslavery.UnfortunatelyforNorthernsupporters,abolitionist
sentimentinBritainduringthemid -nineteenthcenturywasnotasstrongasi thadbeenin
yearspast.ThecomplicationsofemancipationintheBritishWestIndieshadlessened
thestrengthoftheBritishabolitionistmovement. 203ThecollapseoftheWestIndian
economywasblamedonthefreedslaves’abandonmentoftheplantation s.Noteveryone
wasconvincedthatimmediateemancipationwasbeneficialtotheslave.Novelist
AnthonyTrollopewrotethat“thefreedmanhasalwaysthrownawayhishoe,haseaten
anyman’shogbuthisown, --hastoooftensoldhisdaughterforadollar whenanysuch
markethasbeenopentohim.” 204
Othersstillstronglycommittedtoabolitionism,thoughtthattheNorthshouldjust
letgooftheSouthandenditsstainofbeingpartofaunionwithslavery.Becausethe
Southwasnotwillingtoabolishi tsslaves,itwassimplybettertoletthemgo.Such
viewswereoftenpredicatedonthebeliefthat,becauseoftheimpermanenteconomic
viabilityoftheinstitutionofslavery,theSouthwouldeventuallyhavetoemancipateits
slaves,evenifitwereag radualprocessoveranumberofyears.Finally,some
abolitionistsweredisheartenedbytherhetoriccomingfromWashington.Insteadof
makingthewaraboutslavery,astheyhadhoped,Lincolnreferredonlytotherestoration
oftheUnion.Thecombinati onofthebeliefthattheSouthwouldgraduallyemancipate
203In18 34anapprenticeship/transitionalphasewasimplemented.Fullemancipationcameon
August1,1838.
204R.J.M.Blackett, DividedHearts ,(BatonRouge,LA:LousianaStateUniversityPress,2001),
38.
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theslavesifitgainedindependence,disillusionmentwiththeNorth,wherefreedblacks
weresubjecttointenseracism,andthefailureoftheNorthtomakethewaracrusade
againstslavery,led someabolitioniststoabandonNorthernsympathy. 205Liberian
diplomatEdwardBlydenechoedthesesentimentsinalettertoGladstone:“Bothsections
ofthecountryareNegro -hatingandNegro -crushing-intendinganddoingjusticeto5
millionofoppressedpe opleamongthemonlyastheyaredriventoitbyEuropean
sentiment.”206ThisisnottosuggestthatBritishabolitionistsweredefeated.Muchofthe
leadershipforthepro -Northernsocietiesandorganizationscamefromthegenerationof
reformersthathad committeditselftotheabolitionistcause.AsBlackettpointsout,
“thereexistedaresidue,atradition,thatcouldbecalleduponintimesofneed.Abolition
stillhadcurrency.” 207Aweakened,yetresilientabolitionistBritainneededotherpublic
sourcesofsupportifitweretocarryBritishpublicopinion.
THEARISTOCRATS
TheupperclassesinBritain,thoughgenerallysympathetictotheSoutherncause,
werelessunanimousintheirsupportthanisoftenthought. 208Aristocraticsupportcan
betied toageneralsuspicionofdemocracy,withitspotentialtoelectthe“most
simple/common”individualstoimportantpublicoffices.AcertainkinshipwithSouthern
gentlemanwascertainlypossible.Merchants,industrialists,andbusinessmensalivatedat
theopportunityofpotentialnewmarketsandtradingalliances.Englishmenofalltrades
205Vanauken,88.
206CitedinCrook,1 96.
207Blackett,88.
208By generally,Imeanasimplemajority.
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whofearedthegrowingpoweroftheUnitedStatescouldseeksolaceinthebreak -upof
thenationintotwosmallerpowers.Theseweremerelypossibilities,however, andnot
everyonewasconvincedthatSouthernindependencewouldbeasufficientbenefitto
EnglandtowarrantBritishinterventioninthecrisis,whichcouldverywellleadtoa
costlywar.
ParliamentarysupportfortheSouthwasnotasstrongasonemig hthave
expected.ParliamentwascomprisedofsomeoftheelitemembersofBritishsociety.
ThesewereindividualswhoweresupposedtobetheConfederacy’sstrongestadvocates,
yetParliamentwasdeeplydividedonthesubjectofwhattodoregardingthe conflict
abroad.DuringtheTrentAffairandothercontentioustimes,someNorthernerswere
complainingthattheToriesweretryingtopushtheLiberalsintoawaragainsttheUnited
States.YetmanyoftheseConservativesdidnotsupporttheConfederac ybutrather
tendedtogoagainstPalmerston’spracticeofinterveninginothernation’saffairs. 209
VanaukenarguesthatavastmajorityofparliamentarymemberssupportedtheSouth.To
demonstratethis,however,hearguesthatoneshouldnotstudywhatw assaidonthefloor
ofParliament,butrather,whatwassaidelsewhere.Heusesestimatesbythose“inthe
know”thatplacesupportfortheSouthataroundfour -to-one.210Thisisfaultylogic.If
SouthernsupportinParliamentwasonlystronginprivate correspondenceoranywhere
elseoutsideofthefloor,thentheactualstrengthofSouthernsympathywasveryweak
andineffectual.WhatwassaidinsideofParliamentwasafargreaterreflectionofthe
commitmentofParliamentarymemberstothecause.
209Crook,131.
210Vanauken,98.
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THEDIVIDEDNATION
OneoftheunderstudiedelementsofBritishpublicopinionduringtheCivilWar
ispolitics,localandnational.Thisisnottosaythatsympathiesdidnotcutacrossparty
lines,butratherthatoldalliancesandlocaldisputesoftenin fluencedthedecisiontofavor
oneside.Whetheronewasaliberaloraconservativewasabetterindicatorthanone’s
classinmanycases.Suchwasthecasewithmanymembersofthebusinesscommunity.
Evidencefrommembershiplistsofthreeofthemo stprominentCivilWarsocieties,the
UnionandEmancipationSociety(UES),SouthernIndependenceAssociation(SIA),and
theLondonEmancipationSociety(LES),indicatesasurprisingamountofsupportforthe
Unionfromwealthyindustrialistsandbusinessm en.Ofthe83Southernsupporterswho
weresignificantmanufacturersandbusinessmen,49wereinvolvedincotton
manufacturing.Manysilkandcutlerymanufacturers,alsogreatlyaffectedbythewar
weresupportersoftheConfederacy.DespitetheSouth’s KingCottonDiplomacy,27of
the62significantmanufacturersandbusinessmenwhosupportedtheNorthwere
involvedincottonmanufacturing.Blackett’sstudyoftheselistsrevealedthataslightly
largernumberofmerchantssupportedtheNorththanthe South;andtheNorthdrewfrom
agreatervarietyofbusinessmenandmanufacturers. 211Hisstudyalsosuggeststhat
professionals,the“head”ofthemiddleclassmoreactivelysupportedtheSouth. 212He
speculates:“WhytheychosetosupporttheConfederacy mayhavemoretodowith
domesticpoliticalconsiderationsthanwiththecontendingmeritsofthewarringfactions
211Blackett.,102 -103.
212Ibid.,103.
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inAmerica.” 213Thesenumberspaintamorediversepictureofpublicsupportthan
muchoftraditionalorrevisionisthistoriographysuggests .214
WorkingclasssupportfortheSouth,thoughnotasstrongassupportforthe
North,wasaveryrealpresenceinBritishpublicopinion.Confederateassociationsin
Britainwerenotcompletelydominatedbyelites.JamesSpence,oneoftheleadingpro -
ConfederatesinBritain,wasthrilledthattheManchesterSouthernClubwasnot
comprisedof“therichspinnersbutyoungmenofenergywithatasteofagitationbut
verylittlemoney.” 215D.P.Crookdescribesthequestionsaboutthepurposeofthewar
whichlaborerswereasking :“Wasnotthewarfoughttotightenthegripofnorthern
businessoverthesouth?Wasnottheconflictanirrelevancyforinternationallabor?” 216
TheNorthwasconsciousoftheuncertaintyofBritishlaborsolidaritywithitscause.
EmblematicofthedesiretoseeBritishlaborassupportive,theNorthernpressturneda
relativelyunimportantmeetinginStaleybridge,acottontowninhard -hitLancashire
County,intoadramaticvictoryfortheNortherncause.Themeeting,organized by
southernsupporters,wastocallforrecognitionoftheConfederacy,butitwastakenover
byworkingmenwhooverwhelminglyvotedthattheproblemsfacingthemanufacturing
districtsinBritainwascausedbytheSouthernrebellionagainsttheConstituti on.The
NewYorkTimeswrotethat:
213Ibid.,120.
214Therewasalmostnodivision,however,withinindividua lchurches.Anglicanministersalmost
universallysupportedtheSouthwhileDissentersstronglyfavoredtheNorth.
215Blackett,68.
216Crook,197.
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TheBritishlaboringclassesarenotblindtothefactthattheinterestoflaborandofdemocratic
institutionsisidentifiedwiththesuccessoftheNorth,andthattheSouthisasimpleembodiment
oftheveterandomi nationandtyrannywhichthecapitalisthasalwaysstruggledtomaintainover
theworkman.Nosuffering,notevenfamineitself,willeveralterthisconvictionormakethe
Englishmassesunfaithfultoit. 217
Suchastatementwasnewstothecountlesssupp ortersoftheSouthamongthelaboring
classesofBritishsociety.
ThebattleforBritishpublicopinionwasfoughtonseveralfronts.Newspapers,
pamphlets,andmeetinghouseswerethebattlefieldsofthisstruggle. TheLondonTimes ,
thelargestnewspap erinthecountry,wasstaunchlypro -Confederate.Therewasnota
completeimbalanceinthepress,however,asbothsidesstruggledforeditorialcontrol
overthenation’sprint.Pro -NorthernandPro -Southernsocietiesprintedthousandsof
differentpamp hletsthroughoutthecourseofthewar.Spence’sbook TheAmerican
Union,washugelypopularandinfluencedthewaysomeviewedthewar.ItwasthePro -
Confederates’bestpropagandaofthewar;butnopro -Confederatespeakercouldmatch
thesuccessoftw ooftheNorthernstalwarts,GeorgeThompson,oneofthenation’smost
respectedreformersandaveteranofnumeroussocialmovements,andWilliamA.
Jackson,theformerblackcoachmanofJeffersonDavis,whobecameasensationinGreat
Britain.Thesewer etwooftheindividualsemployedbytheUniongovernmentto
promotetheNorth’scausetotheBritish.BoththeNorthernandSoutherngovernments
sentagentsabroadandsupportedthosealreadyinBritaininanefforttorallysupportfor
theircause.The Northernagencywasfarmoreeffective.
217NewYorkTimes,October16,1862.CitedinCrook,274.
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Meetingswerethecenterofcommunityactivity.Thousandsofmajorpublic
meetingstookplacethroughoutthecountryduringtheCivilWar.Partisansdidtheirbest
todisruptlargegatheringssponsoredbytheir opponentsinanincessantstruggleforthe
heartsandmindsoftheBritishpublic.Neithersidecouldbesaidtohavegainedthe
upperhandduringtheearlyyearsofthewar,but,bythefinalyearsofthewar,the
Northernsupportershadtheadvantagein stagingmeetingsandgarneringpublicsupport.
Pro-Northernorganizerswerebetteratmobilizingtheirsupportersandtheytendedto
havegreaterresourceswithwhichtowork.
THECOLOSSALNON -FACTOR
TheBritishpublicwasdividedduringtheCivil War.Itwasnotsolelydivided
alongstrictlyclasslinesashasoftenbeenargued,butwaspulledapartbyconflicting
influences.Political,social,economic,religious,andideologicalfactorsinfluencedthe
individual’sopinion.Neitherthepro -Northernersnorthepro -Southernerswereableto
holdadefinitiveadvantageduringtheearlyyearsofthewar,whenitmatteredmost.The
onuswasonthepro -Confederates,fortheyneededtoconvincetheBritishgovernmentto
changeitspolicyofneutrality whilethePro -Unionistshadtomaintainthestatusquo.
Thebesthopesforinterventioncameinthefirsttwoyearsofthewar.Thekindof
dramaticpublicssupportneededtoinfluencetheBritishgovernmentduringtheseyears
wasnotstrongenoughto compelachangeinpolicy.Britishpublicopinionwasnotthe
definitivefactorindecidingAnglo -AmericanrelationsduringtheCivilWar,yetitisan
importanttopicofstudy,becausebothsidesunderstoodtheimportanceofBritishpublic
supportandm adeaconcertedefforttowinit.
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ThereisoneimportantelementofBritishpopularopinionduringtheAmerican
CivilWarthathasbeenlargelyneglectedbyhistorians,andrequiresfutureexamination.
Thatis,anestimationofthepercentageofthepop ulationwhichsupportedonesideorthe
other,butwereunwillingtogotowartodefendthesidewhichtheysupported.For
publicopiniontohaveforcedachangeinBritishwartimepolicy,thepro -Southerners
wouldhavehadtorepresenttheoverwhelming majorityofthepopulation.Furthermorea
largepercentageofthoseindividualsmusthavebeenwillingtogotowarwiththeNorth.
ItwasonethingtosaythatonesupportedthecauseofSouthernindependence;itwas
quiteanothertosaythatBritishme nshouldbesentacrosstheoceantofighttheNorthern
troopsinordertoendthewar.Idoubtthatthepercentageofthosewhowerewillingto
gotowarwasparticularlyhighatanytimeotherthanduringtheTrentAffair,whenthe
emotionsofthecount rywererunningextremelyhigh.Inretrospect,thetaskfacingthe
pro-Southernsupporterswasnearlyimpossible.Nevertheless,thebattleoverBritish
publicopinionwasoneofthemostfascinatingelementsofAnglo -Americanrelations
duringtheCivilW ar.
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CHAPTER8
CONCLUSION:THEWARNOTWORTHFIGHTING
TheCivilWarispartofAmericanculture.Morebookshavebeenwrittenabout
thatfouryearperiodthanaboutalmostanyothersubjectinAmeric anhistory.Despite
thisfact,thediplomatichistoryofthewarisnotveryfamiliartomostAmericans.Few
studentsofAmericanhistoryrealizethatTheNorth’smostsuccessfulcampaignofthe
CivilWarwaswoninGreatBritain.Inordertodefeatthe Confederacy,theNorthhadto
makesurethatnoEuropeanpowercametotheaidoftheSouth.TheUnioncouldnot
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fightmorethanonewaratatime.ThoughtheCivilWarlastedlongerthanalmost
anyonehadexpected,there -unificationoftheUnitedStat eswascompletedin1865.
ThatunificationwouldhavebeenimpossiblehadBritainintervenedintheCivilWar.
TheNorth’smostsuccessfulcampaigninthewarwasbynomeansitseasiest.
Thediplomaticcrisesof1861severelystrainedtherelationsbet weenthetwocountries.
Whentakenbythemselves,thedeclarationofneutrality,theimplementationofthe
blockade,theBunchAffair,andthefailureoftheDeclarationofParisnegotiations,were
notseriousenoughconflictstothreatenthecessationof Anglo -Americandiplomatic
relations.Thesedisputesserved,however,toconvincebothnationsthattheyhadtobe
waryoftheother’smotives.TheNorththoughtthattheBritishfavoredthedissolutionof
theUnitedStates,andwouldeventuallyrecogniz etheConfederacy.GreatBritain
believedthatSecretaryofStateSewardwouldstopatnothingtoprovokeaquarrelwith
England.Bothnationsadoptedadiplomaticstrategythatemphasizedthethreatofforce
topreservevitalinterests. Theincreasingl yworseningrelationsbetweenthetwonations
weremagnified duringtheTrentAffair.GreatBritainandtheNorthwereonthevergeof
warbecauseofnationalhonor,notthelegalityofamaritimedispute.
Thepossibilitythatthetwonationswouldgot owarwitheachotherwas real.
Therewerewell -respectedindividualsonbothsidesoftheAtlanticwhodidnot
anticipateapeacefulresolutiontothecrisis.TheBritishgovernmenthadcommitteditself
tostanduptoAmericanaffronts.Lincoln’sdecisi ontoreleasetheprisonerswasthewise
choice,butitwasnotinevitable.ThePresidentandSecretaryofStatecouldhavechosen
torefusetogiveintoBritishbullyingtactics.Thattheydidsowithoutmuchofan
argumentisareflectionoftheoften pragmaticnatureofNorthernwartimediplomacy,
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notconclusiveproofthatAnglo -Americanrelationswereneverinseriousdangerof
collapsing.
TheInterventiondebatesduringthelatesummerandearlyfallof1862,marked
themostseriousthreatofEurop eaninterventioninthewar.Itwasinmanyways,more
dangerousthantheTrentAffair,becausetherewaslittlethattheNorthcoulddoto
preventit.Britishmotivationstoendthewarweremuchgreaterthantheyhadbeenthe
previousyear.Economicc oncernsandtheapparentsenselessnessofthewarnearly
broughttheBritishgovernment,anditsthreeleadingfigures;Palmerston,Russell,and
Gladstone,instepwithFrance.AcommittedAnglo -Frenchalliancewouldhavebeentoo
muchfortheNorthtota keon.Afterthesummerof1863,theonlyrealthreatsto
NortherndiplomacyweretheFrenchincursioninMexicoandthepotentialoutbreakof
anotherinternationalincidentalongthelinesoftheTrentAffair. 218
Ultimately,EuropeanaffairssavedtheNort hfromintervention.Bylate1862,
bothNapoleonIIIandthemostpowerfulmenintheBritishgovernmentbelievedthetime
wasapproachingforsomeformofEuropeanintervention.Thetwogovernmentsseemed
poisedtoreachamomentousagreement.Acrisis withintheFrenchgovernmenthalted
theproceedingsjustlongenoughforopponentsofinterventionwithintheBritishcabinet
218Mosthistorianswouldin cludeoneotherissueasamajorthreattoAnglo -Americanrelationsinthe
latteryearsofthewar:thedisputesovertheconstructionofConfederatecommerceraidersinEurope.In
thispaper,IhaveavoideddiscussionoftheseEuro -Americanconflictsco ncerningtheoutfittingof
ConfederatenavalvesselsintheneutralportsBritainandFrance.Mostfamousofthesevesselswerethe
Laird-RamsandtheConfederatecommerceraider Alabama.Ihavenotomitteddiscussionofthisissue
becauseIdoubtitssi gnificanceinthehistoryofAnglo -Americanrelations.Ihavedoneso,becauseI
believeitisamoreappropriatetopicforthediscussionofrelationsbetweenthetwonationsinthepost -
CivilWaryears.Thereparationsdebates,whichitspawned,were the mostseriousthreattoAnglo -
Americanrelationsinthedecadefollowingthewar.Asearlyasthesummerof1861,CharlesFrancis
AdamsprotestedtoLordRussellthatBritainwasnotadheringtostrictneutralityinitscontactwith
Confederatecommerce raiders.Theissuelastedthroughoutthewar.Itismycontention,however,thatno
matterhowindignanttheUnitedStateswasatwhatitperceivedtobeseriousviolationsofneutrality,the
threatofwarbetweenthetwonationsbecauseofthisissuew asnotseriousduringtheCivilWaritself.
Furthermore,thesedisputesdidnothaveanyeffectonBritishprospectsforinterveninginthewar.
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tomobilize.Palmerston’squickretreatfromthebrinkofinterventiondemonstratedthe
uncertaintiesthatfacedanyinterventio nistproposal.TheinabilitytogetRussiatojoin
anyAnglo -FrenchinterventionwasamajorblowtoBritishhopes.WithoutRussian
involvement,theproposalhadalmostnochanceofbeingacceptedbyWashington.Since
theNorthwasunlikelytoaccept Europeanintervention,GreatBritainhadtoconsiderthe
effectsaconflictwiththeNorthwouldhaveonBritain’sglobalsphereofinfluence.
Europewasinthemiddleofadramatictransformation.ItalianandGerman
independencemovementsthreatenedto overturnthebalanceofpowerinEurope.
NapoleonhadestablishedafootholdinNorthAmericaandwasrecklesslymeddlingin
Europeanaffairs.BritaincouldnotaffordtobehandicappedinEuropebyaconflictin
NorthAmerica.Canadiansecuritywasama jorconcernaswell.Thedifficultiesin
defendingCanadaforcedtheBritishtoquestionwhetherinterventionwaswortha
possibleNortherninvasionofCanada.Furthermore,Britishinterventionmight
negativelyaffectitsnavalstrategy.Thoughthebloc kadehinderedfreetrade,andwasa
majoreconomicconcern,itsetaprecedentfortheliberalizingofinternationalnavallaw.
WhentheBritishgovernmentconsideredall of thesefactors,aconflictwiththeUnited
Statesbecameawarnotworthfighting.
TheAmericanCivilWarwasnotthefirsttimethattheUnitedStateshad
benefitedfromEuropeandistractions.TheLouisianaTerritory hadbeen availablefor
purchasebecauseNapoleonIneededmoneyforawarinEurope.AtthetreatyofGhent,
whichend edtheWarof1812,theUnitedStatesreceivedextremelyfavorableterms
becauseBritain’sfinestdiplomatswereattheConferenceofVienna,tryingtoresolvethe
futureofEuropeinthewakeoftheNapoleonicWars.TheCivilWarwasthelatest
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exampleo fAmericabenefitingfromEuropeanconcerns.GreatBritain’sglobalposition,
withitsvastempire,madeitthemostpowerfulnationintheworldduringthemiddleof
thenineteenthcentury.Thatglobalrole,however,haddrawbacks.Britainhadto
considerthepossibleworldwideimplicationsofanymajorinvolvementinAmerican
affairs.Despiteitsearnestdesiretoendthewar,Britainwasunabletodosobecauseit
hadtoomanyotherconcernsinitsglobalbalanceofpowerstrategy.
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